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A. Everett Austin, Jr., 1936. Photograph by George Platt-Lynes
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Chick was a whole cultural movement in one man.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

The quotations in this book, particularly from personal correspondence, have been printed for the most part exactly as they were written, without the use of the term “sic.” (Chick Austin, for instance, regularly omitted the apostrophe from contractions.) In a few cases, however, such as where a proper name was misspelled, sic has been used. Obvious typographical errors in newspaper articles and other periodicals generally have been corrected.

Some anecdotes, especially those from Austin’s children, Sally and David Austin, were told to me in passing, or in different versions, or before this book was contemplated. Wherever this is the case, I have cited an approximate year instead of an exact date in the footnote.


PROLOGUE

The Navel of the World

On the night of February 7, 1934, two hundred and forty people in evening dress descended into the Art Deco lobby of a subterranean theater, its curved walls of West African bubinga wood newly installed and still faintly pungent. Above them was the sleek white court of the most advanced museum building in America. It had just opened to the public with the country’s first comprehensive Picasso show, hung in third-floor galleries against walls that might have been lifted from the Bauhaus. Standing on the gleaming black marble floor of the lobby, amid the clicks and flashes of cameras, the audience milled noisily around, anticipating the climax of the evening. With an eye on the photographers, women in gowns designed for the occasion made discreet exits up one of the lobby’s two staircases and conspicuous reappearances down the other.1 Gradually, the audience moved into the theater.

This celebration of the modern had drawn a glittering assemblage. They had come by private railway car, airplane, and Rolls-Royce; even, as one observer suggested, by jeweled pogo stick: Alexander Calder and Isamu Noguchi; Carl Van Vechten and Lucius Beebe; Buckminster Fuller and Clare Boothe; New Yorker cover artist Constantine Alajalov; Paul Rosenberg, Picasso’s dealer, from Paris; and Abby Aldrich Rockefeller. Having looked at nearly one hundred and fifty Picassos upstairs, they settled down to witness the first performance of an opera by Gertrude Stein and Virgil Thomson called Four Saints in Three Acts. It was directed by John Houseman—his first directing assignment—and choreographed by Frederick Ashton, making his American professional debut.

Twenty minutes behind schedule, the curtains opened on a set made of colored cellophane, designed by the reclusive New York painter Florine Stettheimer. The singers and dancers, dressed in velvets, satins, silks, and lace, were African-American—the first all-black cast in an opera. With its cubist language, its unexpectedly tuneful music, and its playfully voluptuous dancing, the performance created a sensation. Cheering erupted at the final curtain and did not stop for half an hour. A week later, Four Saints in Three Acts headed for a history-making run on Broadway.

The few who attended the opera’s premiere, and the many who later imagined they did, would remember it as an exquisite, delightfully incomprehensible novelty. But a handful of sophisticates in the audience would look back to the twin heralds of the century’s artistic upheaval—the New York Armory show and the Paris premiere of Stravinsky’s Rite of Spring, both in 1913—to describe its impact.

Improbably, the museum and the theater were not in a great cosmopolitan city, but in Hartford, Connecticut. For a moment, the insurance capital of the world had become the greatest risk taker in the country. The museum was the venerable Wadsworth Atheneum, America’s oldest public art museum, the steward of the J. Pierpont Morgan collection of ancient Egyptian, Greek, and Roman bronzes, and Meissen and Sèvres porcelains; the Wallace Nutting collection of Pilgrim furniture and household utensils; and pictures by a reassuringly familiar pantheon of American painters—John Singleton Copley, John Trumbull, Thomas Cole, and the Hudson River School. Only lately had it been transformed, as if by some mischievous spell, into a spearhead of the avant-garde.

The impresario of the evening, propelled to the stage at the insistence of the crowd, was the glamorous young director of the Atheneum, A. Everett Austin, Jr., known to nearly everyone as “Chick.” The slim, graceful figure taking a bow, with his playful blue eyes and brilliantined hair, a gardenia in the lapel of his dinner jacket, was handsome enough to have stepped from the silver screen or out of a Noël Coward play. Yet his achievements at thirty-three were more substantial than might have been guessed from his boyish good looks. By 1934 he had already produced America’s first great Italian baroque paintings exhibition, as well as its first surrealist show, in which Salvador Dalí’s Persistence of Memory was seen for the first time in the United States. He and his friend Lincoln Kirstein, under the auspices of the Atheneum, had already engineered choreographer George Balanchine’s immigration to America. Before the year was out, he would present, in this same theater, the first public performances of Balanchine’s company, the forerunner of the New York City Ballet. And it was he who had fought and badgered his architects into designing the interiors of the Atheneum’s new building, the Avery Memorial, to his modernist specifications. He would prove himself such a trailblazer in the arts that in 1935 the French architect Le Corbusier, after visiting what became known as “Chick’s museum,” would call Hartford “a spiritual center of America.”2

Chick Austin embodied the cultural revolution that swept the United States between the two wars. He also helped make it happen. Seeing all art as alive in the present moment, he could look with equal keenness back to the seventeenth century, its sensual splendors still on the verge of rediscovery, and forward to the very edge of artistic experimentation. His eye for quality, and his courage to promote the unfamiliar, were not surpassed in his time.

In the rarefied world of old-master connoisseurs and crusaders for the avant-garde, such moving spirits have not often been known to the public whose tastes they have shaped. But to the tiny elite that directed the flow of art in the momentous years of the 1930s, Chick Austin became almost a legend. He was the spark, the most incandescent tastemaker of them all. Painter, teacher, tailor, superlative cook, actor, magician, creator of costumes and sets—he seemed prodigally gifted. In 1944, when Austin’s Hartford career came to an end, a dismayed Alfred Barr, the founding director of the Museum of Modern Art, would tell him: “But you did things sooner and more brilliantly than anyone.”3

The opening of the Avery Memorial was immediately recognized by Austin’s peers as a pivotal moment in the history of modernism. It marked the confluence of European and American streams of modernity—in painting, architecture, and the performing arts—all brought together by an American museum director. That it happened in a provincial capital foretold the transformation of American culture, spreading radical new definitions of art, and new modes of living, from the metropolitan art centers to the quietest corners of the nation. The Machine Age was propelling society into a streamlined world of speed, unceasing change, unprecedented excitements, and, in the end, terrible uncertainty. Yet on that winter night in 1934, when Chick Austin acknowledged the applause, modernism in America was still in its adolescence. To him, the possibilities for artistic exploration seemed unlimited and the risks exhilarating.

Standing on the same stage fifty years after the event, architect Philip Johnson recalled, for another audience, the opening of Four Saints and the particular genius of Chick Austin. “He was the center around which things revolved,” Johnson said, squinting past the bright television lights, scanning the first few rows of seats in the theater. “And it all culminated on that night—that one night when I sat either there or there. And I had the feeling—and I still have the feeling—that I was in the center of absolutely everything. You remember what the Greeks called Delphi—the omphalos, the navel of the world. That night, I was sitting at the omphalos of the culture of the West.”4


CHAPTER ONE

“Boy Dear”


“I heard father and mother,” he explained in a low voice, “talking about what I was to be when I became a man.” He was extraordinarily agitated now. “I want always to be a little boy and to have fun.”

—J. M. Barrie, Peter Pan



When Chick Austin first saw the palace of Gustav III, near Stockholm, he was so enchanted that he said he must have been conceived in Sweden. It was not surprising that Drottningholm, the baroque residence of the eighteenth century’s most captivating king—who fostered the arts at his court, performed on his own stage, and was murdered at a masked ball—made him feel at home. Chick was in his element in any palace fitted out with gilded rococo rooms, formal gardens, fountains, pools, and the private theaters of princes. He reveled in the settings, props, and costumes of Europe’s most ornamental era.1

Yet he embraced the twentieth century as it unfolded. Fast cars and cocktails, cigarettes, the Ballets Russes, Picasso, Stravinsky, Erik Satie, movies, mobiles, and modern dance, Bauhaus buildings, machines for living, Balanchine, Dalí, and Gertrude Stein—if it was new, if it had quality and style, it was for Chick, first to experience and enjoy, then to share with the widest possible audience.

His arrival, coinciding almost exactly with that of the new century, occurred on December 18, 1900, in Brookline, Massachusetts. Coming into the world seven days before Christmas had a definite effect. As a child, he thought that evergreens and tinsel were hung up to celebrate his birth—a belief he never entirely outgrew.

He was christened Arthur Everett Austin, Jr. To his family he was known as Everett, but throughout his life, his mother, Laura Etnier Austin, addressed him, more often than not, as “Boy Dear.” He was her only child, the center of her universe. Just before he was born, she made a will, leaving the bulk of her large estate to him and his descendants, naming her brother as guardian and her late uncle’s business partner as sole executor, though the other contributor to his conception, Dr. Arthur Everett Austin—surgeon, professor of medicine, and expert on poisons—was in good health and living with her at the same address.

Laura Austin was an independent and inventive woman. As she charted Everett’s future, she magnified their mutual past. Obsessively, and for decades, she delved into her ancestry, discovering in triumph that her mother’s forebears, the Morrisons, could be traced to Scottish chieftains and Norse kings, and that the Etniers, on her father’s side, were descended from at least one errant pope and several royal lines of France. But one of Laura’s brothers, constructing a rival version of the family tree, reached a different conclusion based on overwhelming evidence: the Morrisons were solid Scottish immigrants, and the Etniers came from honest German peasant stock.

Johannes Eideneier, patriarch of the family in America, arrived in Philadelphia from one of the Protestant German states in 1751, and by 1785 a branch of the family, spelling the name “Etnier,” had moved north to the fertile wilderness of Pennsylvania and put down roots in Germany Valley, along the Juniata River. Laura’s father, David Etnier, was born on his family’s farm outside Mount Union, Pennsylvania, in 1835. After working as a schoolteacher and bookkeeper, he helped establish a company in Mount Union that shipped grain down the Pennsylvania Canal to Baltimore and Philadelphia, and in the early 1870s, he bought a sawmill and a flour mill. He was tall, handsome, and commanding, his dark hair swept back above a reverse widow’s peak, his eyes penetrating under graceful brows. Long after his death, beside his photograph in a family album, Laura mounted a picture of her son. The resemblance between the two, even to the hairline, was uncanny, as though Everett had descended exclusively from his mother’s line.

In 1862 David Etnier married Hannah Jane (Jennie) Morrison, the daughter of John Morrison, a prominent Pennsylvania state legislator. Like the Etniers, the Morrisons were among the original settlers of Mount Union, having come from Virginia in the eighteenth century. They were well-to-do landowners, and Jennie’s father bought the couple a new brick house in Mount Union. There Laura Ann, the second of their seven children, was born on March 14, 1864. Her only sister, Virginia Catharine (Virgie), ten years younger, was the last.

Although stern and self-righteous Methodism defined the Etnier men, they were not immune to the lure of gain. In 1849 Laura’s grandfather, Oliver Etnier, left his wife and seven children to look for gold in California, but he returned empty-handed. Twenty-eight years later, when gold was found in California again, David Etnier left his own wife and seven children to go off on a similarly unprofitable quest. Laura may have inherited her powerful wanderlust from them.
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David Etnier, c. 1865, and A. Everett Austin, Jr., 1927, from a family photograph album of Laura Etnier Austin

In 1878, when Jennie Etnier died unexpectedly, still in her forties, the Morrisons swooped down on the children, persuading their father that life for the young Etniers would be better with them. Laura, then fourteen, and the four younger children were taken in by Jennie’s unmarried sister, Mary Morrison, who owned a large house in Mount Union. Their rich bachelor uncle, John Morrison, founder of the Roaring Spring Paper Mill, became their legal guardian. Laura and Virgie eventually went to live with Uncle John in Tyrone, Pennsylvania, and they adored him. Unlike David Etnier, he was jovial and tolerant of everything but what he called “professional Christians.”2 He encouraged the girls to broaden their view of the world, sending them off on holidays at the New Jersey shore. Having paid for Laura’s education at Dickinson Seminary in Williamsport, he sent Virgie to Wellesley Academy in Philadelphia. When he died at fifty-two in 1890, he left his two sisters and his twelve nieces and nephews the considerable sum of $10,000 each. Shrewdly invested for them by his lawyer, these legacies rapidly grew.

Laura and Virgie, now financially independent, remained in Tyrone. Their brothers had moved on to careers that would scatter most of them far from Pennsylvania. As Virgie was only sixteen, Uncle John had appointed a close business associate, rather than David Etnier, to succeed him as her guardian. The girls had little to do with their father, who still lived in their childhood home. They did not make the twenty-five-mile trip from Tyrone to Mount Union to see him at Christmas in 1891, nor did they come to nurse him when he contracted pneumonia and died early the next year.

Laura, at twenty-eight, was almost on the verge of spinsterhood, but she had grown into a gregarious, determined woman with a sense of humor. Her soft, girlish face and luxuriant dark red hair made her look younger than her age. A carte de visite taken at the time shows her perched on the arm of a wicker bench in the studio of a fancy Philadelphia photographer. In her frothy white summer frock, she seems the picture of innocence, but her keen gaze and the hint of a wry smile suggest a certain calculation. She began to call herself an “heiress” and had little use for her old Mount Union friends.3 She had had enough of small-town life.

She and Virgie traveled, first in the United States and then, beginning in August 1895, to Europe. Their year-long trip took them throughout the Continent and to North Africa. Box camera in hand, Laura recorded palaces, parks, gardens, cathedrals, and cemeteries from Amsterdam to Potsdam, Munich to Milan. Her well-composed snapshots documented picturesque “types”—street urchins, well-starched nannies, and any members of European royalty who happened to come within range. She aimed her lens at Kaiser Wilhelm II in Berlin and at Princess Victoria Louise in Postdam. In Corfu, she snapped the huge steam yacht of the Austrian emperor, Franz Joseph II.

The Etnier sisters spent the winter of 1895–96 in Berlin, making excursions to Dresden, Nuremberg, and Munich. Among the Americans living in the German capital was Arthur Everett Austin, a thirty-four-year-old physician, a widower, on leave from the faculty of Tufts Medical School in Boston and now teaching at the University of Berlin. A man of solid build, reserved and unassuming, he had a handsome square face and a dark mustache that drooped at the corners very much like Uncle John’s.

Laura, Virgie, and Arthur Austin struck up a friendship and traveled together that spring to Athens to attend the first Olympic Games since ancient times. On April 6, 1896, they were among the fifty thousand spectators who watched King George I of Greece open the games. When the unofficial American team won nine out of the twelve track-and-field events, Laura managed to round up three of the gold-medal winners for another snapshot. After the games, she and Virgie continued on their tour, arriving back in Tyrone by the end of August. Arthur returned to his medical work in Berlin and obtained permission from Tufts to extend his leave for a year. Laura kept in touch. As a doctor and a professor of medicine in Boston, Arthur was decidedly a cut above her Pennsylvania relatives and looked promising as the father of a child.
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Laura Etnier, c. 1895 (illustration credit 1.1)

Like Laura, Arthur had risen from a modest rural background. The Austins had come to America from England, migrating from New Hampshire to Belgrade, Maine, by the end of the eighteenth century. Arthur’s father, David Farnum Austin, moved to Boston in 1840 at twenty-one, and married Mary Josephine Weaver in 1859. Arthur Everett, the first of their six children, was born on April 11, 1861. Eight years later, David Austin moved his family from Boston to Readfield, Maine, near his childhood home, where he became one of the region’s most prosperous farmers, living to a vigorous ninety-three.

Arthur attended high school in Augusta and in 1883 graduated from Bowdoin College in Brunswick, where he was an exceptional student and a track-and-field champion. After a year as principal of Somerset Academy in Athens, Maine, he entered Harvard Medical School, earned his M.D. in 1887, took an advanced degree at the University of Berlin, and then had further training in Heidelberg and Vienna. In 1891, soon after returning to Boston, he married Louise Bunker of New Bedford. But less than two years later, Louise died of kidney disease, and Arthur buried himself in his teaching and research. He joined the original faculty of the new Tufts Medical School in 1893, published a spate of articles on subjects ranging from renal failure to intestinal obstruction and anencephalic monsters, and spent his few free hours at athletic and political clubs.

Arthur Austin was plainspoken, self-assured, and as independent as Laura. In 1896, when Harvard reminded him that he had never received a diploma because he had not paid the graduation fee, he testily replied that he had a certificate from the university verifying his completion of the requirements for the degree and that “if Harvard declines to honor one of its certificates, it is a matter of utter indifference to me.”4
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Arthur Everett Austin, M.D., c. 1912 (illustration credit 1.2)

As he moved into his late thirties, he found the thought of marrying again appealing. Laura, at thirty-five, had lost her slim figure and the freshness of youth, but she still had her beautiful red hair, her pleasing features, and her enthusiasm. And Laura knew what she wanted. She and Arthur were married on June 6, 1899, at the Holland House hotel in New York City. Her brother Oliver gave her away, and Virgie, then twenty-five, came along to live with the Austins in a house at 93 Perry Street in Brookline on the edge of Boston.

Within a year, Laura was pregnant. In the fall of 1900, determined to anchor her assets to her unborn child, she returned to Mount Union and asked Uncle John’s attorney, who managed her investments, to draw up her will. Following the precedent established at her own mother’s death, Laura directed that her brother Oliver, not her husband, be guardian of her children should she die. Her grandchildren were to receive the principal on her children’s death, but if there were no grandchildren, half the assets would go to Virgie, the other half in equal shares to Laura’s brothers. She named an old business partner of Uncle John’s as executor of the will. As these arrangements were contrary to the statutes governing inheritance in Massachusetts, Arthur Austin had to agree to waive all his rights.5 He had his own income, lived simply, and had no need of Laura’s money. But his deference to her in relinquishing guardianship of his child if Laura should die foretold the pattern of their family life.

On December 18, in the house on Perry Street, Laura gave birth to a healthy baby boy weighing nine and a half pounds. She noted that among the gifts Everett received were “silver spoons, sweaters and sacque from Papa’s grateful patients.”6 So began Laura’s compulsively thorough record of her boy. Her light blue clothbound album, with “Baby Days” spelled out in gold letters on the cover, eventually bulged with mementos of Everett’s progress through life—tiny envelopes with baby teeth and locks of light chestnut hair; records of his playmates, pets, houses, and schools; passenger lists from ocean liners, documenting his crossings; his acceptance to college; and newspaper clippings of his appointment as director of the Wadsworth Atheneum. There were photographs of him in costumes, from American Indian buckskins and feathered headdresses to German lederhosen and Scottish kilts. Framed copies of these pictures covered Laura’s walls.
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Laura Austin and Everett in his christening gown, June 1901

Early in June 1901, Laura took her six-month-old son to York, Pennsylvania, to visit her brother Carey and his new bride, Susan Smith, an old friend of Virgie’s. On June 24 Everett was baptized in the Mount Union Methodist Episcopal Church, and then whisked off to Atlantic City, Laura’s favorite summer resort. After being photographed in seaside attire against a studio backdrop, “Baby” was weighed on a boardwalk machine, the paper slip annotated and preserved. In mid-October Laura noted that Baby had eight teeth and liked to entertain his parents. He would blow a horn, vanish under a table, and magically reappear from the other side.7

That same year, before Everett had reached his first birthday, Laura and Arthur, like other comfortable New Englanders at the turn of the century, decided to build a summer cottage on the coast of Maine. They chose three and a half acres on a point of land along Ash Cove on Harpswell, a peninsula in Casco Bay. Their lot was a dozen miles down the road from Bowdoin College, Arthur’s alma mater. In September, Laura bought the land with her own money and in her own name. She liked to intimate that she was the architect as well, and later, her son, who enjoyed dramatizing his mother’s exploits, told friends that at the end of their summer holiday, she had sketched the design on a paper bag, handed it to a local contractor, and said, “That’s what I want when I come back.”8

In reality, the cottage was designed by a Boston architectural firm. It was a substantial two-story Dutch colonial house built of cedar and spruce, with five bedrooms upstairs and a generous veranda on the front, facing south down the bay to the open sea. Because it stood on the edge of a forest of birches, maples, beeches, and pines, Laura named it Wildwood.
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Wildwood, South Harpswell, Maine, c. 1910

The Austins and their maid would take a steamer from Boston to Portland, where they would transfer to a steamboat in the Casco Bay Line and be met at the Harpswell dock by their caretaker in a motorboat. Pastimes were simple. Occasionally, Laura would host a quilting party, and there were amateur theatricals at the local recreation hall. Laura’s brother Carey and his wife, Susan, were soon drawn to Harpswell and built their own summer cottage on the other side of Ash Cove. Their son Stephen, who became a well-known painter in the region, was one of Everett’s closest boyhood playmates.

In 1903 the Austins moved from Brookline to a larger house at 163 Suffolk Road in nearby Chestnut Hill. Not long after they had settled in, however, Arthur took another leave from Tufts to teach in Vienna for a semester, if not at Laura’s urging, then certainly with her approval. On February 27, 1904, he, Laura, Virgie, Everett, and a nursemaid sailed from Boston on the Romanic.

This was three-year-old Everett’s introduction to Europe. Laura had him photographed in Vienna, squealing with delight in a sailor suit, an outfit to which she was so attached that she put him in identical versions of it for the next six years. While Arthur worked in the Austrian capital, Laura and Virgie toured the Continent from Budapest to Venice, much as they had eight years earlier, but this time with their darling boy. Everett contracted chicken pox in Vienna in March and scarlet fever in Dresden in May, which sent him to a hospital for weeks. Laura thereupon decided that he had a delicate constitution and, throughout his early life, continually urged him to rest, insisting that exercise would damage his health. The Austins returned home to Chestnut Hill in the fall of 1904.
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Everett at age three in Vienna, 1904

The following summer Arthur launched a new sloop, built on Harpswell, which he named The Flying Dutchman. It was a wedding present for Virgie, who married a young man from Tennessee named Hazen House at the family cottage in September 1905. To Everett, at the age of four, the departure of Aunt Virgin, as he called her, was a great loss. She felt the separation, too, as it became clear that her life would be centered in Knoxville. The next year, on the Fourth of July, she wrote to her little nephew, giving him The Flying Dutchman: “now since you are the Captain, you must always act like one—you must always behave well—not cry not fuss and always be brave.”9

With Aunt Virgin gone, Laura became the center of Everett’s affections. His earliest surviving letter, written in 1906, was to her, then on one of her jaunts to Atlantic City:


DEAR MOTHER

I AM A GOOD BOY. I LOVE YOU SO MUCH. I WILL NOT EAT ANY CANDY SO BRING ME SOMETHING NICE WITH LOVE AND KISS E.      EVERETT10



The bonds between mother and son grew stronger, and as Laura molded her boy into an extension of herself, Arthur receded further into the background, directing his energies toward his profession. He seemed more like a slightly bemused acquaintance than her mate. This was hardly surprising in light of the fact that from the time Everett was born until he was eleven years old, he, not Arthur, shared Laura’s bed at night. It was a habit that did not die easily, and even after Everett was married, if he happened to be visiting, he climbed into bed with his mother on Sunday morning and discussed the week’s events.

Early in 1907, Arthur accepted a position as a visiting professor of physiological chemistry at the University of Virginia, and the family moved to Charlottesville for a semester. Although the Austins returned to Chestnut Hill in the fall, the dislocations continued a year later when Arthur formally resigned from Tufts Medical School to become a professor of chemistry and toxicology at the University of Texas in Galveston.11 For a man who found the scholarly atmosphere of German universities congenial, the University of Texas was not wholly satisfying. In the summer of 1909, having taught for two semesters, Arthur packed up his family and headed for Europe again, this time to Dresden.

On the way, the Austins stopped in Ireland, where they were photographed riding horseback through the Gap of Dunloe in County Kerry—Laura riding sidesaddle, swathed in a voluminous dark dress and wearing a huge hat secured under her chin; eight-year-old Everett in a well-tailored dark coat and Scottish cap; and Arthur, a pipe clenched in his teeth. It was the only image of the three of them together that Laura kept.
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Everett in his Morrison plaid, in front of his Marlborough Street home, 1910

They crossed from Ireland to Scotland so that Laura could see the homeland of her Morrison ancestors and delve into local histories. She wrote that she did not find the Scottish landscape “more beautiful than along the ‘Blue Juniata’ ” of her childhood, but was delighted to discover that the Morrisons could trace their ancestry back to “Makurich, the son of a Norwegian King.”12 In Aberdeen, she bought Everett a custom-tailored Scottish costume, complete with kilt, sash, stockings, and cap in the Morrison plaid.

When the family arrived in Dresden, Everett was enrolled in a local school and quickly learned to speak and write German. Many years later, he told a reporter that it was in Dresden—known for more than a century as “Florence on the Elbe”—that he first began to paint. Perhaps inspired by a production at the Dresden Opera House, he also made miniature sets in a toy theater for Wagner’s Flying Dutchman and presented his own rendition of the opera to his school friends.

In April 1910, the Austins left Dresden for Paris, where Everett attended a French school on the rue de la Grande Armée and began to learn his third language. One of the highlights of his stay was witnessing a famous circus act, Bostock’s Jungle, at the Jardin Zoologique. On the back of a postcard of lions and tigers in performance, he inscribed, as though documenting an important historic occasion, “Everett Austin has seen this in Paris, 28 April 1910.”13 By this time, the nine-year-old boy, having developed a taste for performing himself, had begun to dabble in illusion and sleight of hand. Calling himself Professor Marvel, he presented a magic show to his French schoolmates.

On May 24, 1910, after nearly a year in Europe, Everett and his parents sailed on the Cunard Royal Mail Steamship Ivernia from Liverpool to Boston. They moved directly into a tall brick town house at 110 Marlborough Street, a fashionable address in Boston’s Back Bay, where Arthur opened a private practice. This would be the Austins’ official residence for the next twenty-eight years. The imposing four-story house was built in 1868. A wide staircase ran up a central hall to the top story, with railings around each floor. The kitchen was located beneath the ground floor, which contained the dining room and Dr. Austin’s waiting room and office. It was a dark house, with heavy draperies and Victorian furniture, almost too spacious for a family of three. Laura joined Trinity Episcopal Church in nearby Copley Square, an ediface of Byzantine grandeur designed by H. H. Richardson. According to her address and place of worship, at least, Laura had joined the Boston elite.

In September 1910, Everett entered Noble and Greenough School in the class of 1917. Nobles was one of Boston’s finest day schools, located in a mansion on Beacon Street within walking distance of the Austins’ house. Its faculty was rigorous and progressive, and a high number of its graduates went on to Harvard College.

Everett had grown to be a handsome and beguiling child, and Laura put him in the most elegant clothes. Classmates, even at that age, thought of him as glamorous, and teachers singled him out as special.14 He and his friends came up with nicknames for one another early in their school careers. Whether it was because he was slightly smaller than his classmates, or more spritelike, the name bestowed on Everett was “Chick.”15 Laura, however, made certain that his formal name was drummed into his head. Once a year, beginning when he was seven, she had him inscribe “A. Everett Austin, Jr.” on the same page of the baby book. For most of his life, he would automatically introduce himself as his mother had taught him, including the “A.” and the “Jr.,” and then say, “But call me Chick—all my friends do.”

He was eleven when he embarked on his third trip to Europe, on June 11, 1912, on the Cunard steamship Franconia. He spent most of the summer in Switzerland, where he was enrolled in the Institut de Jeunes Gens at Ouchy, near Lausanne, while Laura toured the Continent and Arthur studied medicine. Chick practiced his French and took up painting pictures again.

On August 30, 1912, Virginia Etnier House, not quite thirty-eight, died in Knoxville, and Laura set out alone for Tennessee from Boulogne-sur-Mer on September 21. After returning to Boston with his father, Chick wrote to Laura frequently while she was away:


I had such a good time at school and have just got home from Dexters we have two new teachers. The Latin is quite hard. We are going to the Electric Show to night “Little Boy Blue” the opera is coming I wish you would let me go. I hope you slept well last night. I drank my milk for you this morning give my love to Uncle Carey won’t you? Vickery (who is in long pants) told me that Pfaelzer had already gone to Groton so I wrote there. May I ask Leland or Vickery to dinner. With Love and kisses Everett.
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Chick Austin, Noble and Greenough, 1915 (illustration credit 1.3)

As a postscript he added, “We are going to have a telephone on the third floor which room shall we put it?”16 The next day he wrote again, reporting that “the Electric Show was pretty good I have been playing football out at Dexters all afternoon would you let me go to the swimming tank with Greenwood?”17

She issued orders from afar even though Arthur was on the spot. When she forbade Everett to go on a boat ride, he wrote to her in Knoxville on October 10, meekly asking her to explain: “please tell me why you dont want me to go in the motor boat? there is no danger but I wont go if you dont want me to[.] come home soon I am lonely.”18

Much as he missed his mother, her absence gave him an opportunity to entertain his friends. The eleven-year-old Chick Austin organized a party without first clearing it with her. “I am afraid I have done something bad,” he confessed disarmingly. “I have invited four boys to dinner on Holloween but I dont think you will mind once in the year I am so lonely here without you so come home soon. Yours Everett” [in the margin: “Red Sox 3 Giants 2 HURAH”].19

Presumably, she let the invitation stand. Chick learned early that when he wanted to carry out some novel, and therefore suspect, scheme, it was easier to get it launched and then use his powers of persuasion to see it past the authorities.

By twelve, Chick was developing a facility with language, using drama and hyperbole to entertain his audience. In a school essay inspired by the loss of the Titanic in April 1912, he imagined himself on the world’s largest steamer, the Emperor Napoleon, crossing from New York to Europe in the distant summer of 1998. One day out, at two in the morning, the ship struck something and began going down. “Alas! the ship would sink in a very few minutes[.] I jumped and swam around a little while[.] there were awful groans and shrieks around me as men[,] women and children were drowned[.] I clung to a piece of wood and fainted. The next thing I knew I was flying through the air.”

An airplane had saved him at the last minute. “It was the worst wreck in history except the Titanic away back in 1912.”20

Chick relied on personality more than scholarship to carry him through school. He finished his third year at Noble and Greenough with an erratic report card: A’s in Reading, Spelling, and French, B’s in English and Algebra, a C in Latin, and a D in History. He worked hard in subjects that interested him and let the others go.

The next year, Chick’s writing became more polished, as could be seen in a paragraph describing his father, whom he called “Our Doctor”:


He is fifty two years old and six feet tall, a gruff and outspoken man. His clothes are pressed carefully and have a look of freshness about them. His shoes are always shined and his necktie pulled closely up to his collar. His twinkling gray eyes look smilingly out at you from their setting of long lashes and a pair of gold-rimmed glasses are perched jauntily on his long straight nose. His mouth is small, and an even row of pure white teeth, scrupulously brushed, peep out from their frame of red lips when he smiles. A dimple in his chin completes an altogether jovial face. The top of his head is crowned with silvery white hair, precisely parted, which shows unmistakable signs of approaching baldness. A frock coat and tall hat complete the appearance of this very lovable and extraordinary man.21



But Laura made it difficult for him to love his father, constantly reminding Everett that he was only “half a Yankee” and steering him toward her own interests. As the years went on, the distance between his parents developed into an unhappy tension. “I never really knew my father very well,” Chick told a friend. “He shut himself up in his office and I would not see him for days.”22 Chick was caught between a father who was emotionally absent and a mother who smothered him with affection. Irrepressible as his creativity was, his toy theater, his magic, and his painting provided an escape into a happier world.

In the summer of 1913, Laura took steps to find a special place for herself and her boy. The cottage on the Maine coast, the address in Boston’s Back Bay, and Chick’s enrollment at Noble and Greenough were all outward signs of the Austins’ increasing social status. Now Laura wanted to join the landed gentry.

“Never had I seen the beautiful hills and mountains or lakes of New Hampshire until [1913],” she wrote in a rhapsodic memoir of her search for an estate, “when I decided to buy a farm in the country, where my boy could have a taste of country life, which I think is the inheritance of every boy, rather than a city street.” As usual, she had definite requirements in mind. “The house must be absolutely Colonial, facing south.… It must be located on a high hill … and there must be water for the boy for skating, boating and to swim.” It had to be close enough to Marlborough Street so that she and Everett could “run up any holiday or over Sunday, as other New England boys go to see their grandfathers, their uncles and aunts, but as my boy could not do.”23
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Laura and “Boy Dear,” South Harpswell, 1913

She heard of a piece of property on Range Road in Windham, New Hampshire, a tiny town about fifty miles from Boston. Comprising eighty acres of woods and fields, which Laura eventually enlarged to a hundred, it ran along the crest of a hill and included a farmhouse, two barns, and the colonial house of her imaginings, already furnished with antiques. The land went down to the edge of Cobbett’s Pond, a picturesque body of water about four miles long and less than a mile wide. The main house looked out across forested hills to Mount Monadnock, sixty miles away.

Laura bought the property immediately and christened the house Uncle John’s, in tribute to John Morrison, whose legacy paid for it. (Later she turned the barn next door into a Pennsylvania Dutch–style house, which she called Barn Manor.) With a decisive speed that would be characteristic of her son, she moved in less than a week later, accompanied by a party often, including three great-nephews and one great-niece of Uncle John, to celebrate the acquisition.

Looking over the deed, she discovered that an early owner of the house was a Morrison. She had been certain that “I had not a drop of ‘Yankee’ blood in my veins,” she wrote, “and was only a ‘Yankee’ by marriage.”24 But now she conceived the notion that she was actually related to the Morrisons who had come to this New Hampshire town. Poring through historic records and collecting family lore—and soon progressing beyond rational thought—she began constructing an ancestral legend at least as grand as anything her Back Bay neighbors could produce.
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“Uncle John’s” house, Windham, New Hampshire, c. 1940

Before long she was convinced that old porcelain held the key to her past. The scene painted on a blue and white dish from her grandfather became Robert the Bruce slaying the Moors, assisted by the Morrisons; a picture on a pink china platter, reputedly brought by her family to America, illustrated the expulsion of the Morrisons from Scotland after the uprising of 1715; a sugar bowl she found in the caretaker’s room at Uncle John’s documented their settlement in New Hampshire. And when the pattern of a cream pitcher she “repossessed” from the cottage of an old woman in Windham almost matched that of her soup tureen, Laura knew that the Morrisons of Pennsylvania and the Morrisons of New Hampshire were one and the same. “Now, to me,” she recorded excitedly, “china seemed to be not only a useful bit of pottery for one’s sugar and tea, but a book bearing messages from the great beyond.”25

Befitting this rediscovered lineage, Laura had bookplates and stationery engraved for Everett and herself with the Morrison family crest, bearing three Moors’ heads surmounted by a double-headed Moor and the motto Praetio Prudentia Praestat (Wisdom is better than wealth). And for the little finger of Everett’s right hand, she ordered a signet ring in platinum, which he wore for life. She wore an identical version in gold.

Chick’s imagination took him elsewhere. As he entered his teenage years, he returned to his career as prestidigitator. In the summer of 1914, Professor Marvel entertained an appreciative crowd with his magic tricks at the Congregational Church in Windham for the benefit of the Junior Christian Endeavor Society. The program included a vocalist and a pianist, and ice cream was served at the end. The local press, prompted by Laura, was impressed: “Prof. Marvel, who is none other than Everett Austin, 13 year old son of Dr. and Mrs. A. E. Austin[,] … certainly is gifted in his line. He has performed in Paris and other places abroad as well as in this country and always draws a large audience.”26 Chick also took his show to Harpswell. He gave performances at the Auburn Colony Recreation Hall and turned a boathouse next to the family cottage into a miniature theater. His cousin Stephen Etnier remembered that “he was what we called a sissy at the time. Boys didn’t go around having little theaters in their boathouses, the way he did. He wasn’t much interested in sailing or sports of any kind.”27

Chick graduated from Noble and Greenough in June 1917, one of twenty-one students. Though he took the college entrance examination in eight subjects, the results were apparently disappointing. (Laura cut off the scores on the bottom of the report when she pasted it into “Baby Days.”) As he was still only sixteen, Chick was sent to Phillips Academy in Andover, Massachusetts, for a second senior year.

At Andover, as at Nobles, classmates found him fascinating. “He was a very handsome and attractive male,” said one, “and he also had a vivacity that made a great impression.… He was someone you noticed.” At the same time, he made light of his accomplishments. He tended to leave his homework until the last minute, but he impressed his friends by being able to dash off a page of Greek in twenty minutes on his way to doing something more entertaining. Chick also showed an appreciation for modern design. To a fellow student he declared, “I don’t want to drive a Rolls-Royce, and I don’t want to own a Rolls-Royce. I’d just like to have one to park outside the house because they’re so beautiful.”28

Laura was never far away. Chick often recounted the tale of one of her unexpected descents on the school. Although she had informed the administration that he was not to have any exercise, the physical education department wanted him to have some kind of outdoor activity. One day, Laura arrived to find him running around the track. “Everett, Everett,” she shouted, “take those clothes off immediately! You’re never to do any physical exercise, and you’re to get your regular pants on!” Chick told the story to entertain, but there were clearly times when Laura was deeply embarrassing to the adolescent boy. Remembering his frustrations with Laura, he would tell his own children, “I loved my mother very much, but she was a very stupid woman.”29 Yet he spent most of his life pleasing her, placating her, circumventing her, and at some level enjoying her eccentricities.30

By the time Chick had arrived at Andover in September 1917, American troops were fighting in Europe in the World War. His father, a captain in the Reserve Officers Medical Corps, was promoted to major by the end of the year, and for much of 1918, he was the debarkation medical officer for the port of Boston.

Laura and Chick decided to make their own contribution to the war effort: they organized a party. In July 1918, for the benefit of the Red Cross, they recreated an old-fashioned market and fair on the grounds of what the local paper called “the Austin estate” in Windham. The news story recorded that they offered “fruits and vegetables, hot dogs, sandwiches, tea, tonics, cakes, ices and pink lemonade, also a punch and judy show, fish ponds, grabs and side shows for the kiddies,” along with a balloon ascension and a barn dance. Huge crowds came from neighboring towns, and the profits reached nearly $300. The paper gave full credit to the two organizers, “Mrs. A. E. Austin and son, Everett Austin, who worked untiringly to make it successful.”31

The Windham extravaganza, with mother and son unleashing their combined talents, was in a sense the perfect climax to Chick’s childhood. He had graduated from Andover the previous month and, having made a respectable showing on his second attempt at the college entrance examinations, seemed poised to live up to Laura’s expectations. He was going to Harvard.


CHAPTER TWO

Trouble with the Dean: Harvard, Egypt, and the Sudan


Even more than in the year before, Amory neglected his work, not deliberately but lazily and through a multitude of other interests.… Mostly there were parties.… They all cut more classes than were allowed, which meant an additional course the following year, but spring was too rare to let anything interfere with their colorful ramblings.

—F. Scott Fitzgerald, This Side of Paradise



On September 23, 1918, Chick Austin arrived at Harvard College as a freshman in the class of 1922. He had come alone from the farm in New Hampshire to start his independent life in Cambridge, but the Harvard he found was not the haven of ivy, tradition, and undergraduate exuberance that it had been even a year earlier. The War Department was taking over the school. Uniformed officers strode across campus, making preparations to induct all boys over eighteen into the hastily formed Students’ Army Training Corps. Dormitories were converted into mess halls and barracks for the army, naval, and marine units of the corps. Military science had entered the curriculum, and the college administration was in disarray. Chick managed to register for classes, but when he reached his assigned room in Thayer Hall, it was already occupied. He turned around and went home to Marlborough Street. Except for a caretaker, Chick was alone in the house. His mother was still at Uncle John’s, and his father, now Major Austin, was at his post across town, working around the clock.1 As Boston’s debarkation medical officer, Arthur had far more to contend with than getting men onto ships. The worldwide influenza epidemic, which would claim more than twenty million lives before it ended the next year, had struck the city early in September. It reached its height throughout Boston a week after Chick entered Harvard.2 With the death rate in local hospitals approaching 50 percent, Laura summoned her son back to New Hampshire, and there he stayed for more than a month, until the epidemic began to subside.

By the time Chick returned to college, Harvard had completed its transformation into an army post.3 The Students’ Army Training Corps, nearly fifteen hundred strong, drilled for two hours in the morning. Daily, at Soldiers Field, they rehearsed the proper use of bayonets; on Saturdays, they hiked to imitation trenches at Fresh Pond.4 Even the few freshmen still too young to be inducted were marched to classes in anticipation of the time when they might march through the Argonne Forest. Chick was thoroughly out of place. Protected and coddled by Laura, he was barely ready to face the challenge of a college curriculum, let alone trench warfare.

With little faculty guidance, Chick chose courses unusual for a freshman. He bypassed the French and German requirements, promising he could fulfill them with an oral exam. He deferred first-year English and took two courses in the fine arts, along with an upper-level mechanical drawing class. Not able to escape science and mathematics, he tried astronomy and trigonometry. But by the time he actually showed up for classes, it was six weeks into the semester, and the hard work necessary to catch up was beyond him.

Then, on November 11, the Armistice was signed, the war was suddenly over, and the military machine that had rolled into Harvard immediately reversed itself. By December 21, three days after Chick’s eighteenth birthday, the last student had been discharged from the training corps. In the euphoria and confusion of the postwar months, Chick, like many of his classmates, paid scant attention to the academic side of Harvard. He concentrated instead on what he did best—having fun.

The freedom of college life, even for a boy living at home, was a stimulant more exciting than any Chick had known. He plunged into all the enticing diversions that Boston and Cambridge offered—moving-picture shows, musicals, vaudeville, restaurants, and bars—and there were plenty of Harvard fellows ready to join him for a night on the town. With his looks, his well-tailored clothes, his mellifluous voice, his rapidly developing wit, and a joie de vivre tempered by a slightly mysterious reserve, he was extremely popular. He also had a generous allowance and a mother who could be cajoled into covering minor extravagances. He quickly mastered the art of drinking cocktails and smoking cigarettes. He danced, flirted, and filled his calendar with dinner parties and debutante balls.

Writing later, as a sage upperclassman, in an English composition called “The Undergraduate Library,” Chick chronicled the stages of life at Harvard, and was, inevitably, autobiographical. Of the “typical” freshmen, he declared: “Serious reading is not in their category; so called ‘parties’ and Boston and red-paint seem far more to the point.… Classes are cut right and left; work is neglected, nay abandoned; all is forgotten in this unquenchable thirst for hither to denied pleasure.… Required work is regarded at first by some as something which should be done but won’t be done, in all cases a hellish insult devised by the faculty.”

From personal experience, Chick noted the consequence of this devil-may-care attitude: “After the first grades go in … drawn faces wait their turn at the dean’s doorway.”5 In April of his freshman year, he was placed on probation by the Administrative Board for poor grades and absenteeism. Assistant Dean Kenneth Murdock warned him that unless he earned at least three C’s and a D, he could be “severed.”6 But his final report card was dismal.7 Despite “gentleman’s C’s” in his two fine-arts courses, he had a D in astronomy and had failed both mathematics and mechanical drawing. In July, the dean informed Arthur Austin that Everett’s ties with Harvard College had officially ceased.8

Later, in a disjointed defense of her son to Chester Greenough, dean of Harvard College, Laura tried to take some of the blame. It was she who had forced Everett to miss the beginning of his freshman year, she said, and he had not known how to make up his lost time. Skipping over the missed classes and poor performance throughout the year, she claimed that his precarious health had ruined the end of his second semester: “Then his final exams came in that intense heat … he came home very ill for several days two physicians could not decide whether or not it was ptomaine poisoning, typhoid or appendicitis—but of course he missed his other exams.”9

Dean Murdock told Chick that if he had any hope of petitioning for reinstatement in the fall of 1919, summer studies were obligatory. Thus chastened, he set to work at home to make up the reading in his courses and spent some time auditing summer classes at the college. The dean’s office gave him permission to take four makeup examinations in September. Chick then boarded a train with his mother and escaped to southern California to visit his uncle Clarence Etnier. From Long Beach, on August 28, having waited until the last possible moment, he petitioned the faculty for readmittance as a freshman. “I feel that I have not had a fair chance to show what I can really do,” he wrote, “especially as I was forced to reside at home. This, I think is a great disadvantage.”10

The deans were sympathetic, and Chick was provisionally readmitted as a freshman, though he was fined for having failed to hand in his study plan at the end of the first year. He moved into a popular rooming house at 5 Linden Street, half a block from Harvard Yard.

During this extra freshman year, hoping that the talent he had demonstrated for art would keep him afloat, Chick took two more fine-arts courses, a history of medieval, Renaissance, and “modern” art, and advanced drawing and painting, both taught by Arthur Pope, who had met Chick through his introductory studio course the previous year. Pope was the first professor to see promise in him, and though he felt Chick deserved no more than a C in drawing and painting, he gave him a B in the art history course. The rest of Chick’s record, however, was so poor that he was placed back on probation in March. He had C’s in geology and paleontology, squeaked through psychology with a D, was excluded from Spanish for doing no work, and received no credit in a survey of European history for failing to appear at the final exam. His transcript was covered with rubber-stamped notations about cutting classes and neglecting his studies.

Arthur Pope spoke up on Chick’s behalf. To the dean’s office he wrote: “He is inclined to be independent about the time he takes for his work in this course, which consists of laboratory work in painting, but he is intelligent, and I think will do all right, if I can keep after him closely enough.”11 The Administrative Board voted to pass Chick on as a sophomore, but again on probation.

As the summer of 1920 approached, Laura had to face two unpleasant realities—her son’s failure and her own mortality. Although she wrote the dean that she had advised Everett to find a supervisor for summer studies, she acknowledged the fact that he might be leaving the college for good. She could “only hope for the best,” she said, adding that “one never knows in this world what is really for the best—and [being] sent from Harvard may be the best for him.”12 (Arthur Austin had apparently already made it clear within the family that he did not think Chick would ever finish college.) Laura was more certain about what was best for herself. She was suffering from gallstones and knew she might require an operation. Rather than consulting Arthur or his colleagues in Boston, she went off to a Philadelphia hospital and proceeded with surgery. “You certainly sprang a surprise party on us in having your operation without our knowledge,” Arthur wrote to her on June 2, “but Dr. Dorset telegraphed me that you came through all right for which many thanks.… I shall be much interested to learn how much medical practice or rather surgical practice in the city of Brotherly Love surpasses that in Bean Town.” It was a friendly letter, but he signed himself with an impersonal “Yours A E Austin.”13

Laura recovered quickly enough to spend the summer in Harpswell, where she continued to impose her will on Chick. When he invited an Andover classmate to spend a weekend sailing on The Flying Dutchman, Laura insisted that they drive her to a distant antiques fair instead. Chick’s friend remembered Laura as a disheveled and demanding little woman whose flat Pennsylvania accent was embellished with aristocratic vowels in all the wrong places. (By this time, she had taken to wearing a red wig, generally askew, and her clothes were years out of date.) He got the impression that Chick found her exasperating.14 But though Chick could shake his head at Laura’s oddities, the ties between mother and son were far too close to allow him even to think of openly rebelling.

In September 1920, the start of his third year at Harvard, Chick concentrated formally on the fine arts. He made his way through another advanced course in drawing and painting, as well as ancient and medieval architecture, and a history of French painting taught by Paul Sachs, assistant director of Harvard’s Fogg Art Museum. Though Sachs gave him only a C in his course, he took a strong liking to Chick. He earned C’s in his other classes—English, anthropology (ominously titled “Criminal Anthropology & Race Mixture”), and philosophy.

Chick grew frustrated with the way some studio art courses were being taught that year. “It appalled me,” he told a newspaper reporter a decade later. “I got fearfully tired of painting from photographs taken from magazines, and from pretty-colored ads. Taste was not encouraged, and all my interest in painting was destroyed during the next few years by the mechanical processes to which we were subjected.”15 Nevertheless, he took Arthur Pope’s course in advanced drawing and painting (which could be repeated each year) three times as an undergraduate. His grades in fine arts amounted to a B, two C’s, and a D in the drawing and painting course (probably because Pope was not teaching it that semester). It was hardly a stellar record, but there had been no disciplinary action, and he was never to be placed on probation again.

The real turning point in his college life came in the fall of 1921, when America’s greatest living Egyptologist, George Andrew Reisner, returned to Harvard after an absence of nine years. Reisner had already advanced the technique of meticulously recorded excavation well beyond what the pioneering British archaeologist Sir William Matthew Flinders Petrie had accomplished in the previous century.16 For more than two decades, he had been uncovering and documenting the royal cemeteries of Egypt and the Sudan. Since 1910, Reisner had held three positions simultaneously: professor of Egyptology at Harvard, curator of Egyptology at the Boston Museum of Fine Arts, and director of the Harvard University–Boston Museum of Fine Arts Egyptian Expedition, the longest-running and most productive of American excavations up to that time. He was in Boston to help the Museum of Fine Arts install the antiquities he had most recently discovered and to teach two half courses at Harvard in the fall semester—the history of Egypt and a survey of Egyptian art—before returning to the land of the pharaohs.

With the increase in archaeological expeditions from Europe and America in the early part of the century, tales of ancient Egypt and Egyptian magic were popular. Bram Stoker, already famous for Dracula, published a best-selling mummy novel in 1904 called The Jewel of Seven Stars, and Sax Rohmer, who invented the evil Fu Manchu, produced novels and short stories centering around mummies and curses, including Tales of Secret Egypt in 1919 and The Green Eyes of Bast in 1920. Moving-picture studios also brought horrifying tales of ancient Egypt to the public. There were three films called The Mummy in 1911 alone, and Ernst Lubitsch’s Eyes of the Mummy of 1918, with Pola Negri and Emil Jannings, was so popular that he followed it three years later with The Loves of Pharaoh.17 In 1921, Rudolph Valentino appeared in The Sheik and created a worldwide sensation. Responding to popular culture and to an obviously rare opportunity, Chick signed up for both of Reisner’s courses.

In Reisner, Chick found a teacher who bore a distinct physical resemblance to Arthur Austin. He was solid and stocky, with a gruff and demanding exterior. He wore a closely cropped mustache and was invariably seen with a pipe clenched between his teeth. Ironically, Chick would find Reisner more approachable and encouraging than the father he resembled.

Indiana-born, Reisner was an undergraduate at Harvard in the class of 1889. He earned his doctorate from Harvard in Semitics and pursued further studies in Berlin. In 1912, having excavated at Giza and in Upper Egypt in the Aswan area for two years, Reisner had moved south and begun excavations in the Sudan. Most recently, he had been digging at Meroë, once a capital of Ethiopia. In this desolate region he had concentrated on the pyramids of the Ethiopian royal family, which had ruled the land during the first and second centuries B.C.

To Chick and the other Harvard undergraduates who took Reisner’s courses, hearing firsthand reports of the latest discoveries was riveting. Chick applied himself with unprecedented effort. Reisner was impressed and gave him the first two of the three A’s he would earn in college.

Chick found himself at a critical juncture. He knew he would not graduate with his class in the spring of 1922 because he still lacked several courses for the completion of his degree. He was not even sure that he wanted to continue his formal education. George Reisner now offered him a thrilling alternative. Before he returned to his expedition in January, he invited Chick to be his assistant for a season in Egypt and the Sudan during the winter of 1922–23. Reisner was not one to extend charity to a wayward undergraduate. He plainly saw talent in a young man who had excelled in his courses. Chick made a private arrangement to work for him, not as a student, but as a member of his team.

Years later, when Chick recounted his momentous departure for Egypt, he would dramatize it to the hilt, poking fun as usual at his mother. Glossing over his poor grades, he would tell his listeners that Harvard thought he should be doing something more serious and that he should get away from his mother’s influence. He claimed that she prepared all of his trunks and saw him off on the boat. Soon after putting out to sea, he unpacked his things and went to look around the ship. He noticed that the door to the next stateroom was open and looked in. There was Laura with a pile of her own trunks, filled with clothes and equipment of every description, ready for a year in the Egyptian desert.18
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Laura Etnier Austin about to depart for Egypt and the Sudan, passport photograph, 1922

In reality, Laura had been preparing for the trip for months. She had no intention of allowing her precious son to get away from her supervision in a distant land; and she seized an excuse to escape from what she had come to see as the dreary atmosphere of Boston, where, for all her efforts to join the Yankee upper crust, she had never felt entirely at home.

Though she wrongly assumed that Everett had seen the last of Harvard, Laura thought the experience would give him a chance to steady himself and perhaps find his life’s work. In the spring of 1922 she wrote verses celebrating the upcoming trip—and thumbing her nose at Arthur:


We are sailing too

To Egypts desert land

Where Everett has a job

With Reisners jolly band—




Digging dried-up mummies

For Harvard and the Mus—

With Mother as a Chaperone

To keep away the blues—




Now my job is finished

And I take a well earned rest

From Boston’s cold roast beef

And seek a warmer nest




I’ll sit all day at Shephards

And watch the passing throng

And forget about old Boston

And the days when we were young




For the kid has finished Harvard

And its almost finished me—

But we have the laugh on Father

As he said it could not be …19



Laura and Chick went to the passport office in Boston together on August 8, and packed their trunks following recommendations in the latest edition of Cook’s Handbook for Egypt and the Sudan. For “gentlemen,” these requirements included multiple suits in flannel and tweed, riding breeches, gaiters, and a catalogue of coverings to keep off the sun: “straw and felt hats, cloth caps, white umbrella lined with green, cork sun helmet,” and a kafiyyah, made of turban cloth, which was to be worn over the hat and tied to protect the neck and face.20

They sailed on one of Cunard’s newest liners, the Sythia, on September 1, 1922, arriving at Liverpool eight days later. After a brief stay in London, they traveled through France, revisiting and photographing the museums, chateaux, and cathedrals that Chick had last seen when he was eleven. Having studied art history with the outstanding faculty at the Fogg, he looked at European art and architecture through very different eyes. He and
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