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About the Book

Conway opens with her assessment of her life, passions, possibilities and the making of her decision to leave Canada and return to the United States to become Smith’s first woman president. Settling into her new environment, she is at once struck by the beauty of the Connecticut Valley and the Olmstead-designed Smith campus – but also by the college’s financial problems and a quarrelsome and complaining faculty engaged in disputes and trivial lawsuits.

The jolt of energy she gets from being in the presence of several thousand young women enables her to take on the various Smith constituencies. We see her harnessing the negative energies in more positive directions, strategising, positioning herself and building a political base, introducing feminist scholarship into the curriculum, creating a programme for older students and a funded research centre, adding fields of study and athletic programmes, developing strong career counselling, changing investment strategy, increasing the endowment – and, in general, mobilising the institution to share the urgency she felt for shaping the kind of women’s institution that would attract the students of the 90s and beyond. As the end of the Smith decade approaches she reviews what she has learned and decides that she has had her education and that it is time to ‘graduate’.


About the Author
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PRELUDE

If we’re lucky, the places and people that can give our lives an aura of magic potential enter our experience at the right moment to sustain our dreams. One generation can give another that sustenance, not so much by what they say as by how they live, and how they include one within the life pattern they’ve created. Invariably, the magic is rooted in place—the college lecture room, the concert hall, the perfect baroque church, the ruined temple where some teacher’s words became alive, not theory but lived experience, part of ourselves. Often, as Yeats taught us, the magic is in a special house and its inhabitants.

When I married, I acquired, as well as a husband, the magic place, with resident magicians. Every summer or early fall during the first years of our marriage, we made a ritual visit to Conway, Massachusetts, to stay with my husband John’s surrogate parents, Archibald and Ada MacLeish. He’d acquired them as a graduate student at Harvard in the first heady moments of 1946, after the end of the war. John was then a badly wounded young Canadian officer turned historian, while the MacLeishes were settling into life in Cambridge, where Archie had joined the Harvard faculty after spending the war years in FDR’s Washington. They’d adopted the young stranger, still paper-thin from malaria and from severe battle wounds, and made him part of the family. Even sixteen years later, after we moved from Cambridge to Toronto, the routine held. Summer plans turned upon when we’d make the drive to Massachusetts, Conway, and Uphill Farm.

The MacLeishes’ tranquil eighteenth-century white farmhouse rested on the curve of a steep hill above the town, so that when one sat on the lawn for tea or evening cocktails one could look way through the surrounding hills to Mount Monadnock, in central New Hampshire. The extended view was symbolic of people and place, because both MacLeishes lived for politics and the arts. Their hill-town farmhouse was at once secluded and the center of a network of men and women in public life. They saw life from what seemed to us an enlarged perspective. Archie was a distinguished poet and playwright but had also served as diplomat, Librarian of Congress, and Harvard professor, and Ada had had a brilliant career as a singer during the formative decades of twentieth-century music. So our annual visit was a way of tapping the source of the kind of creative-cum-public life to which both John and I aspired.

We’d become academics, but we didn’t quite fit the mold. John’s six years as an infantry officer made him impatient with a life lived too exclusively in library and classroom. My childhood on a remote and lonely Australian sheep and cattle property made it hard for me to settle too completely into an urban, sedentary profession. Archie and Ada seemed to have moved effortlessly between government, diplomacy, the academy, the concert hall. Just to hear them talk lifted the mind away from the minutiae of department meetings and budget submissions toward historic events and actors, and to great rhetoric rather than the careful expository language that seemed the academic’s daily stock-in-trade. When there, I thought it entirely possible to make abrupt changes of direction in life, depending on the cause or the artistic vision to be served. Back in Toronto, and the daily round of administrative meetings, I was less sure.

I loved the journey away from the sprawling, bustling city of Toronto to the quiet of Uphill Farm, where often the loudest sounds after dusk were the crickets and where the air was heavy with the perfumes of Ada’s rose garden. The drive from Boston or from Bradley Field outside Hartford provided exactly the slow process of arriving necessary to be really present. There was the drive north along route 91 to the point just past Holyoke where the Connecticut River Valley opened out into extended views of farmland and red tobacco barns, past Northampton, with the visible spires of all its churches and the bustle of a sizable market town, and then the long, flat stretch of floodplain lined with rich truck farms and roadside stands overflowing with fruit, flowers, and vegetables, before we turned off to head north along route 116 toward Conway.

Route 116 north winds uphill following the twists and turns of the Mill River, a fast-running stream interrupted by the stillness of deep-brown trout pools. The road crests just before the town of Conway, so that one sweeps around a curve of road and river to see the village nestled within the surrounding hills, a second stream broader there and racing through the town at a clip that explains why Conway became a factory town in the era of water power. Its citizens were engaged in turning out nuts and bolts for the railroads, and for the farm machinery of the early industrial revolution, until the steam engine arrived and sent the town back to its rural quiet again.

Then there was the quick navigation of the town, past its incongruously grand library, past eighteenth-century brick and wooden houses to the steep ascent of Pine Hill, where Uphill Farm sat near the crest. Arrival was always a precise moment. Guests were instructed to arrive by teatime, served Hu-Kwa tea and homemade lace cookies, and sent out for a walk with firm instructions to be home ready for cocktails by seven. Ada managed an impeccable household, with talented cook and maid, by dint of dragooning all her guests to be as unvaryingly punctual as their hosts. I studied her household carefully, intent on creating my own version of her order.

When we arrived on Memorial Day weekend in 1973, we’d barely taken two sips of our tea when Ada laid out the weekend schedule, with customary charm and firmness. There would be friends from the Smith College Music Department for tea tomorrow. Ada was presenting Smith’s music library the original scores of the songs Darius Milhaud had written for her in Paris during the twenties, and a delegation was arriving to receive them. “So,” she said emphatically, “wherever you go on your walk tomorrow, be sure to be back by four-thirty.”

It was apparently to be a heavily Smith-peopled weekend. Friends from the Smith Art Department would be at dinner on Saturday night, along with the President of Amherst. John and I grumbled a bit as we unpacked, because we’d been expecting our usual fellow guests from the Harvard past we shared with Archie and Ada, but once we were outside, striding into the woods lining Pine Hill Road, their trees still clad in every shade of early green, the intoxication of spring quickly dispelled our mood.

The next day, we raced back from a long walk through the hills to appear dutifully brushed and shone at the tea table in the library, where the Milhaud scores were prominently displayed, and three members of the Smith faculty duly arrived to collect them. John and I, always fascinated by Les Six, and Ada’s distinguished singing career in a formative era of modern music, examined them, and plied Ada with questions about their composition and her first performance of the songs. Our fellow guests seemed oddly perfunctory about the gift, and kept redirecting the conversation to the subject of women’s colleges and the vogue for universal coeducation. I was an historian of women’s education in North America. What did I think was the future of women’s colleges? Puzzled by the turn of the conversation, I replied briefly that I thought they were excellent, as long as their leadership didn’t lose its nerve. The vogue for coeducation would pass, and the record of achievement of graduates of women’s colleges would become known and valued. Then John joined in to return the focus of attention to the donor and the gift. But no conversational gambit we tried served to keep the conversation on the rails. We spent an unusually long teatime discussing women’s education, and then the guests departed carrying the little-acknowledged scores and uttering what seemed like inadequate thanks.

At dinner, Archie MacLeish took over, directing the talk at our end of the table to the future of Smith and Mount Holyoke and the consortium of Connecticut Valley institutions known as Five Colleges, Inc. Amherst College, the senior institution, was planning to become coeducational. Did I think Amherst’s decision spelled disaster for Smith and Mount Holyoke? Bill Ward, the nervous, witty, and brilliant President of Amherst, seemed unusually intent on my answer. No, I said. People overestimated the attractions of coeducation, especially as the feminist movement was making young women value association with other women, and helping them reconsider the 1950s obligation to be paired inextricably with a male partner by one’s late teens. Women’s intellectual life could, just like men’s, be an end in itself, and was also a valuable corrective to an intellectual tradition that had seen women’s experience as derivative from a superior male version.

I suddenly noticed that Ada, the most experienced and captivating conversationalist I knew, had let her end of the table fall unaccustomedly silent as I delivered my views. The rest of the evening was taken up with the same subject, though we were used to Uphill Farm conversations ranging through poetry, current Washington gossip, the best writing of the moment.

“What’s up?” I asked John, as we settled into Ada’s immaculate guest room. “Those two are plotting something they’re not telling us about.” John laughed and said we’d know in the fullness of time. They were incorrigible about planning their friends’ lives, and usually did so with splendid effect.

The next morning Archie took us driving in the black and now distinctly mature Mercedes he’d purchased with the proceeds of his Pulitzer Prize for the play J.B. He liked showing us the most dazzling views of the Valley and telling us the history of Conway’s farms. We stopped on the Shelburne Falls road before a perfect early-nineteenth-century apricot-brick farmhouse with a Palladian façade, flawlessly proportioned flankers, a graceful barn behind, and a distant view to the apple orchards of Ashfield, lovely serried lines of trees curling over the crests of hills.

“It’s for sale,” he said. “You ought to think about buying it. You know you’ve always talked about buying a place in the Valley. And this is one of the most beautiful you’ll ever find.”

We agreed about its beauty, met the owners, gazed at its lily-ringed pond, and wandered through its traditional garden. We’d go home and think about it, we said.

Memorial Day brought the usual complement of lively MacLeish children and grandchildren for a ceremonial picnic by the pond half a mile from the house, where a tributary of the South River had been dammed to produce a trout-filled pond fed by springs that kept it cool on the hottest day. The routine was inexorable and delightful. Guests sat in the shade and drank potent rum punches or gin and lemonade while our seventy-year-old hosts toiled over a hot fire grilling hamburgers, just so, and laying out mounds of pickles and other treats from Archie’s vegetable garden. When it was over, we would straggle up the hill, stunned by food, sun, and drink, to snooze before a therapeutic dive into the swimming pool.

As we were drifting off, I suddenly snapped awake. “John! I’ve remembered,” I said. “Natalie Davis told me a year ago that Smith’s President might soon be retiring, and that she intended to nominate me for the job. That’s what’s happened, and she hasn’t got around to telling me. I bet Archie and Ada have been recruited to help people meet us.” Natalie was my closest friend at the University of Toronto, a Smith alumna, and a distinguished historian of early modern Europe. Her words had obviously had some effect.

On the drive back to Boston the next morning, we both agreed that we were too firmly rooted in Toronto for a change, but John kept insisting that Smith was such a distinguished liberal arts college, I should nonetheless think hard about it. When nothing appeared to come of the matter, I was secretly relieved, being temperamentally hard to uproot. So except for some affectionate laughter over the scarcely concealed contrivances of the weekend, the subject quickly became submerged in the demands of my job as a Vice President of the University of Toronto, where June and July were the hot, sticky, fractious summer months when we set the University’s annual budget and wrangled with the Provincial government about levels of public funding. Yet Archie and Ada and their large view of how one approached life lingered on the fringes of consciousness, and the cool leafy New England hill towns sometimes shimmered like a mirage in the desert on Toronto’s most sweltering summer days. 


1

CHOICE

[image: Image Missing] On a stormy day in November 1973, I walked back across the campus to Simcoe Hall, the University of Toronto’s administration building, which nestled behind the dome of Convocation Hall, looking out across a spacious circle of green, toward the amazing Victorian excess of University College, the gentler lines of Hart House, the men’s union, and the nondescript international style of the overcrowded humanities library. The tout ensemble symbolized all the contradictory things I loved about the University. The scale and classical façade of Convocation Hall spoke about the national aspirations of Canada’s oldest university. The aggressively Victorian mien of University College announced the weight the founders gave to its secular leanings, which opposed the church-affiliated colleges that made up the rest of the University. Every outrageous gargoyle and buttress proclaimed Darwin and Spencer. Hart House’s graceful arches showed the Oxbridge loyalties that had shaped the university’s intellectual aspirations, and the overcrowded and nondescript library announced the wave of expansion that had swept over the university in the baby boom years. I never looked at them all without an affectionate pleasure for the three-dimensional representation they provided of the frustrations and challenges of running part of this large and untidy institution.

But this afternoon my usual pleasure was replaced by exasperation at the day’s interviews. I’d been reviewing the budgets of University services all day, telling everyone the unwelcome news that there would have to be severe budget cuts and personnel layoffs in the next fiscal year. Everyone knew the reductions were caused by declining Ontario government support for the University, but nonetheless the bearer of bad tidings always has to hear out the complaints of the victims, complaints I sympathized with even though I had to be firm about the cuts. It had been painful to tell my old physician friend that in his last years as head of the health service, he must scale back its quality. And the offbeat countercultural types who ran the best counseling service for youthful drug users around had looked at me knowingly as though they’d always expected that it was inevitable that I’d let them down someday.

So I didn’t climb the stairs to my second-floor office at my usual pace. Still deep in thought about finance and politics, I came in the door to find my secretary poised by my desk. Petite and dark, with eyes that flashed, she was, to me, a kind of muse, her arms forever laden with mail and folders, her dazzling smile always urging me on. Though easily fifteen years my junior, she treated me with affectionate firmness, as if she were my mother.

As I signed the mail, she began rattling off details of my flight to Ottawa, who was to meet me, where the evening’s dinner meeting was, all the while stuffing things into my briefcase. As she rammed the last folder in, she gave me a brilliant smile. “There’s another letter from a search committee in there,” she said, gesturing toward the bulging briefcase. “It’s an American one. I hope you don’t do it.”

I was heading out the door, laden with luggage, when I stopped to ask the usual question. “Any news?” She broke into peals of laughter. “He’s still there,” she said, “and no one’s got cholera yet.” She was giving me the daily bulletin on the determined emeritus professor who had barricaded himself in his office in the University library, refusing to move to the new space allocated to emeriti. He’d survived in his old office for six weeks, apparently without benefit of plumbing, using most of his time to bombard my office with wonderfully crotchety memoranda, which we all loved to read.

I was, as usual, late at the airport, necessitating a sprint through the elongated terminal for the Ottawa gate. So by the time I collapsed, puffing and sweating, into my seat, I’d forgotten the conversation. Then, as we waited for the obligatory deicing required by the early storm, I came across the letter from the Smith College Presidential Search Committee. Something of an anticlimax after being inspected so transparently almost six months ago. It contained an invitation to meet with them as soon as possible, signed by Robert Morgenthau, who I knew to be the much-respected Manhattan District Attorney. I glanced down the list of committee members, spotting the noted art historian we’d met in May at the MacLeishes’, and a Harvard professor of Tudor history, who was an old graduate school friend of my husband’s.

Once the plane took off, there was no more time to think about it, because I had to read the papers for my late-afternoon meeting and collect my thoughts for the dinner speech I was to make. Later, when I called John in Toronto to say good night and mentioned the belated appearance of the letter, he was instantly alert and said I must definitely meet with the Search Committee. I didn’t want to change my life or the job I loved, but to please him, I answered the invitation affirmatively and set my disapproving secretary to work making arrangements, her cheeks pink with indignation, and the straightness of her back a powerful reproach.

The night before meeting the Search Committee at the Century Association in New York, I dined there with John’s and my old friend and confidant, Stephen Graubard. Steve was a friend of John’s from graduate school days, a historian of modern Europe, someone who’d known me since my teaching fellow days in his and John’s course at Harvard. He was an enthusiastic advocate of thinking seriously about going to Smith, or some institution like it.

“Look,” he said over the Century’s bad dinner and excellent wine, “you’ve begun working in academic administration. I doubt that you’ll settle for just a history department again. You should come back to the United States. There’s more to be achieved here in the private system, much more than you’ll be able to do in Canada.”

Steve’s advice and concern with my career, and John’s and my happiness, recalled our years together in Cambridge, Massachusetts, years among the happiest of my life. After dinner, we slipped easily into talk about our circle of mutual friends. His affection and friendship made it seem easier to move again.

The next day, back in one of the private dining rooms at the Century, I enjoyed the initial interview. It was a welcome change from my role as budget cutter for all the parts of the University of Toronto that reported to me. The group was pretty much what I’d meet on a Canadian governing board, but their mood was different. Faculty, the student member, and trustees alike wanted to talk about achieving greatness. How did I think Smith’s pioneering history and mission could be restated, redefined, enlarged to make it the outstanding leader in women’s education for the next quarter century? I was talking to a group of energetic and affirmative people about building academic excellence and serving the cause of women, the things closest to my heart. They seemed to take it for granted that resources could be raised for any program of excellence.

It was seductive to talk with people for whom education was the highest priority, rather than one in a competing set of interests politicians traded
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