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  Along the Hudson


  IT WAS A CHILLY February night in 1903, and Tom Lamont, a thirty-two-year-old New York marketing executive, was returning to his home in Englewood, New Jersey, after a long day of business in the city. It was about ten o’clock, an hour when most New York commuters were getting ready to retire.


  As he walked down the aisle of the swaying New Jersey Northern coach, he passed by Harry Davison and George Case, two of his Englewood neighbors and friends. A banker and lawyer respectively, they were both engaged in organizing the new Bankers Trust Company, whose sponsorship by many of the leading New York bankers boded well for its future. Sitting side by side, they were discussing the filling of executive positions in the new bank. They already had hired enough banking talent and were looking for an experienced and able businessman. Davison spotted Lamont and gave Case a poke. “There’s the man,” he whispered.


  The next morning Davison telephoned Lamont at Lamont, Corliss & Co., his firm on Hudson Street, to ask him to drop by his office at the First National Bank headquarters on Wall Street, which Lamont readily agreed to do. Henry P. Davison was widely viewed in business circles as a rising star; energetic, imaginative, and popular, he was regarded at the age of thirty-five as one of the bright young men in the Wall Street crowd whose successful banking career seemed assured. He was a vice president, and there were only two, of the First National Bank, led by George F. Baker, a venerated Wall Street figure whose bank was a key member of the J. P. Morgan banking group. Furthermore, Davison had conceived the idea of forming the Bankers Trust Company, of which he was chairman of the executive committee. George Case was its general counsel.


  Davison outlined for Lamont the promising prospects for the new crust company, which had been established to handle the corporate and personal trust business directed to it by major banks and investment firms. At the time it was located in a two-room office in the Liberty Bank building, but it would probably move to larger offices on Wall Street before long, given the outlook for the rapid growth of its business. The financial community believed in the new venture: the bank’s initial stock offering in early February of $1.5 million had been tremendously oversubscribed, and the market quickly doubled the offering price of $150 per share.


  After describing the unique role of the new company and its organization, Davison made his proposal to Lamont: “1 believe that you are the man for our secretary and treasurer.”


  TWL was dumbfounded and replied, “But I don’t know the first thing about banking. All my life I have been borrowing money, not lending it.”


  “Fine,” retorted Davison, “that’s just why we want you. A fearless borrower like you ought to make a prudent lender.”


  Davison knew Lamont as a friendly neighbor with a charming wife, a respected fellow citizen of Englewood. He also knew that five years earlier, at the age of twenty-eight, Lamont had taken over the management of a failing company that marketed consumer products and with much imagination and hard work transformed it into a profitable and expanding enterprise. He had applied his marketing strategies to several dozen businesses with good results and built an excellent reputation for himself and his firm.


  TWL had worked extremely hard over the last decade, taking little time off from a business whose survival had been precarious until recent years. He later described chat period of his life: “I had to go through . . . grinding anxiety, with a feeling of living in a house of cards likely to tumble down on my head at any moment.”


  Lamont had never lacked ambition and firmly believed that the world of finance, centered on Wall Street, offered a golden path to prestige, power, and affluence at this stage of America’s burgeoning growth. TWL was delighted to join forces with Davison and become a banker. He spoke later of his “good fortune to alight in the midst of these young Medici, these Fuggers, these Fortunatuses.” The job would certainly be more glamorous and remunerative than selling salad oil, Yorkshire Relish, and laundry soap to stock the kitchen shelves of America.


  Lamont and his business partner and brother-in-law, Charles Corliss, agreed that TWL should make the move to Bankers Trust, which would enhance the credit and reputation of Lamont, Corliss. Lamont was a major stockholder of the firm, and the brothers-in-law would continue to collaborate in directing the business.


  TWL shated the good news with his parents. His father, Thomas, was a Methodist minister, now seventy-one, who had long labored in the Lord’s vineyard in a score of parishes in the Hudson River Valley, the setting in which he and his wife Caroline had raised Torn and his older brother and sister. Compared to Lamont’s trials over the last decade, growing up in those small towns and villages in the Hudson Valley had been serene.


  Thomas William Lamont was born on September 30, 1870, in Claverack, a community of about six hundred inhabitants on the east bank of the Hudson River. The Lamonts lived in the Methodist parsonage, a small white frame house with a porch overlooking the river and Catskill Mountains to the west. Following church practice, the parson was assigned to a new parish every few years, and the family moved on to another valley community when Tom was eighteen months old.


  The Methodists of the Hudson Valley were of modest means, and for cbe parson and his pretty wife, Caroline, it was a life marked by hard work and no frills. “Your mother never ate the bread of idleness,” his father once said to Tom. The children were taught early to follow their parents’ industrious and economizing habits. “Waste not, want not” was a serious dictum at the parsonage. A regular household chore for Tom as a boy was to sift through the cinders and ashes in the sitting room stove to salvage any unburned coals.


  Tom’s father enjoyed maintaining close ties with his family, especially his mother and ten brothers and sisters. The family was clannish anyway, perhaps a tendency that came from their Scotch-Irish heritage. Most of them lived in the New York and Hudson River Valley region, and there was a good deal of visiting back and forth, particularly to the old family home in Charlotteville, a little crossroads hamlet nestled in the Catskills west of Albany where the parson’s widowed mother Jived until her death in 1898.


  There Tom’s father had worked on the family farm when he wasn’t in school. After graduating from Union College in Schenectady he had become a teacher at the New York Conference Seminary in Charlotteville, a Methodist boarding school for about 250 boys and girls that his father had helped establish. He also served as a Methodjst preacher for several years before being appointed principal of the seminary and pastor of the Charlotteville church. Ordained a church elder by the bishop in 1861, he often conducted services in neighboring villages.


  Eight miles down the narrow valley from Charlotteville lay the hamlet of Fergusonville, home of the Fergusonville Academy founded by two Ferguson brothers, both Methodist ministers. Pastor Lamont preached often in Fergusooville, and it was there that he met Caroline Deuel Jayne, a niece of the founder, who was visiting the school.


  Caroline was from an old New York and Long Island family of Scottish-English background that had long ties with the Methodist church. Indeed Caroline’s birth in 1842 had occurred just over nine months after her father’s return from Liberia following two and a half years of work there as the printer of a small paper for the Methodist missionaries. At one point near death from recurring bouts of malaria and yellow fever, he survived to spread “the knowledge of Salvation to the heathen tribes of Africa,” as he put it. Given her heritage, it was not surprising that the pastor from Charlotteville impressed Caroline as a kindly, upright man of character, strong and solid as a Catskills boulder. The sturdy and solemp parson was charmed by Caroline’s sprightliness and good humor. She played the piano; she was also very pretty and ten years younger than the minister. They were married on April 9, 1863.


  “The rich Presbyterians” was the way Tom often heard his elders refer to members of that denomination. In one village the president of the Presbyterian board of trustees owned the biggest lumber and coal yard, and the clerk of the board ran the best butcher shop. The Methodist Board president kept only the second-best general store. In another community the Lamonts noted that the Presbyterian Board was installing a new bathroom in the home of their pastor, while trips to the backyard privy remained part of daily living at the Methodist parsonage. Most of the horses and buggies were owned by Presbyterian families, and the Presbyterian church was usually the finest in town, a situation Parson Lamont once found to his advantage.


  The Lamonts were very upset by the physical condition of the Methodist church when in 1873 they arrived in Katonah, New York, thirty-five miles north of New York City, for their new parish assignment. It was unpainted, dilapidated beyond repair, and in a poor location. In the words of Tom’s mother, writing to her brother, it was “ a wreck. . . . I have never seen a church in poorer condition. . . . There is little encouragement for a minister to labor as long as this old church stands, for I cannot believe the Lord in Heaven will ever smile down upon a people who live in palaces themselves and leave Him in worse than a barn.” Caroline, unlike her forbearing husband, gave vent to a sharp tongue when aroused.


  With much effort over the next six months, Tom’s father coaxed the Methodist board of trustees into accepting the idea of building a new church, appealing to their sense of pride and pocketbooks. He pointed out that the Presbyterian board had decided to build a handsome house of worship, which would be a great asset in attracting new members and might even induce some Methodist parishioners to switch over. Furthermore, the old church would need more costly repairs each year.


  The Methodist trustees finally agreed to build a new church, but then the project languished for more than a year while they debated over the right location. Meanwhile, the Presbyterians moved ahead vigorously in preparing their building site. “Care-nothing, do-nothing people,” Tom’s mother fumed in a letter to her brother about the Methodist Church board.


  Incited by the Presbyterians’ progress, the Methodists finally selected a site, went to work, and completed their new church in January 1875. Tom’s mother brought her children to the first service, as her husband preached to an overflowing congregation from the text “Mine house shall be called a house of prayer for all people.”


  Parson Lamont’s fund-raising efforts had also been successful; the new church was debt-free. Feeling real pride in their accomplishment, the Lamonts departed Katonah two months later for their next appointment, the little village of Tremont in the Catskills.


  One event in Tom’s childhood especially opened his eyes to the world beyond the parsonage—a Lamont family reunion at the home of Uncle George, the parson’s younger brother, to honor the matriarch of the family, Tom’s widowed sixty-five-year-old grandmother, Elizabeth. Tom’s father, his five brothers and five sisters, plus husbands, wives and grandchildren, numbering forty-four in all, had gathered at Uncle George and Aunt Rebecca’s large, handsome house in Bound Brook, New Jersey, on a cool November weekend in 1876.


  Tom’s parents and their three children—Hammond, Lucy, and Tom—were greeted by their host in his usual ebullient fashion. Uncle George was portly and jolly; he had a lively sense of humor and a “smile Hke a benediction,” as Tom later recalled. He had had a successful career in business and now owned and ran a paper manufacturing company. Aunt Bec was from the South, related to the Masons of Virginia. The Bound Brook LaMontes, as they had styled their surname, were charming, cultured, and fond of entertaining. At the reunion banquet Uncle George sat at the head of the long dining-room table, amusing as always.


  The Lamont brothers conversed about their plans to visit the Centennial Exposition in Philadelphia, which featured an exhibition of the nation’s progress in the new industrial age and a display of the latest American inventions—the telephone, the typewriter, and a giant steam engine. Tom’s father, his older brother, Hammond, and other family members would leave for the fair right after the Bound Brook reunion, and young Tom was exceedingly annoyed at his parents for not letting him join the excursion.


  After dinner the gathering adjourned to the parlor. It was time for Tom’s father to read the family history he had written for the occasion. The family’s forebears, descended from the ancient Lamont clan of Argyllshire in western Scotland, were among the many Scots who emigrated to Northern Ireland in the seventeenth century. About 1745 Archibald Lamont was kidnapped by a ship’s captain in the port of Coleraine. Enticed on board to view the vessel, he begged in vain to be put ashore as the ship sailed out of the harbor for New York.


  After serving an apprenticeship to a man on Long Island, Archibald obtained his freedom, and at his urging his widowed mother and two brothers joined him in America. The Lamonts settled near North Hillsdale, New York, good farming country in the upper Hudson Valley, an area that was just opening up. The Thomas Lamonts were descended from Archibald’s brother Robert.


  The thick sheaf of papers in the parson’s hand indicated that, like his sermons, this would not be a brief account. Scholarly research and writing was a labor of love for him. It may have been difficult for Tom and his cousins to stay alert as his father’s voice droned on: “William, our great-grandfather, was born about 1755, served as a soldier in the Continental Army in the Revolutionary War, was at Saratoga and witnessed the surrender of Burgoyne’s army to General Gates in 1777,” and there were still a hundred years to go.


  The parson’s hair was gray, his short gray beard squared off, his demeanor serious. George apparently was paying rapt attention to his brother’s recital. The contrast between the two brothers was striking; yet they were very close and respectful of each other. Tom’s father once remarked: “Brother George can just about sell anybody anything. I’ll bet he could even tum around some of my backsliders!”


  While popular books as frivolous as the “rags to riches” stories by Horatio Alger may not have found their way into the parsonage to motivate Tom, surely the Bound Brook LaMontes with their comfortable and affluent lifestyle must have stimulated his thinking about the future. Somehow, as a young man Tom acquired a taste for good books and fashionable clothes, indulgences beyond the reach of plain-living schoolmasters and ministers.


  * * *


  The parson’s salary was about $1,200 a year, plus a little extra for performing weddings, less his tithe to the Lord. Combined with free parish housing it was a decent salary for the times, but only occasionally was it fully paid. Many of the church members were farmers who had ample produce but little cash. Accordingly, the practice of having an annual donation parry had developed Ln rural parishes, usually held in December when it had become clear that there was a salary shortfall to be filled.


  On the appointed night scores of church members, young and old, would tramp into rhe parsonage with hearty greetings to the Dominie and his family. Then upon signal gifts of all kinds of foods would be carried in—jelly cakes and doughnuts, bread loaves, barrels of apples and potatoes, slabs of beef, pies, and twenty-gallon cans of milk—and piled about the parlor and kitchen.


  After the parson had said grace, the company fell to sampling their own offerings with gusto. The women felt free to wander about the house, upstairs and down, looking in closets and examining and fingering Tom’s mother’s clothes and keepsakes. The young people often ended up roughhousing in the bedrooms upstairs, leaving things in a mess and sometimes damaging the furnishings and bedclothes.


  These not too pleasant occasions became burdensome as Tom’s parents grew older. lt took days to clean up and repair afterward, and the whole affair seemed demeaning. After one particularly noisy and destructive donation, at which his wife’s wedding dress was torn, the pastor declared, “There will never be another donation party in any parsonage of mine. I would rather lose part of my salary than endure it!”


  While Tom’s father was a reserved man who preferred the quiet company of family and old friends, Tom’s mother was sprightly and blessed with a grand sense of humor. Sister Lamont was known as a charming hostess and good provider by visiting clergymen. Tom once recalled a typical Saturday evening: “My mother would bake biscuit and cake and roast the meat for the next day; for on Sunday we had no cooking in the house. And then when we had finished and cleaned up, Mother would sit down and play the piano for an hour or more, with us all singing away for dear life and as happy as larks. She was a young thing in those days, and the liveliest thing you ever knew.”


  Tom witnessed an incident when he was about fourteen that illustrated well his parents’ contrasting personalities. His father, in instructing a new young preacher in future duties, had assigned him the responsibility of calling forward and welcoming into the church thirteen new members. Made visibly nervous by this honor, the young preacher announced in a loud voice: “Will the new members kindly step forward? We shall receive into Holy Communion with us today six adults and seven adulteresses.”


  The parson’s face flushed with embarrassment. He murmured in the young man’s ear: “Just call them men and women. That will be better.”


  Tom looked at his mother, who had had a sudden fit of coughing and held her handkerchief to her face.


  At home after church his father said, with a tone of reproach, “Caddie, you should not have smiled.” At which his spirited mother threw her head back and burst into peals of laughter.


  Methodists for three generations, the Lamonts were as fervent in their fundamentalism and temperance as their sternest parishioners. Dancing and card playing were snares of the Evil One, and demon rum was of course the ultimate snare. Tom’s father participated in many a Women’s Christian Temperance Union meeting and had a well-honed message, excoriating Satan and his demons and inciting the imbibers in attendance to step up and take the pledge of abstinence. At the tender age of seven, young Tom signed the Blue Ribbon Temperance Pledge, and at age nine, at a revival meeting, he was moved to step forward and confess, of what sins he wasn’t quite sure, and was received as a full member of the Methodist Church.


  Family prayers were led by Tom’s father twice a day—before breakfast and after supper, when the children read aloud a passage from the Scriptures. Tom’s mother would often play a hymn on the old rosewood piano in the corner of the parlor. She also played the organ and led the choir at the Sunday morning church service.


  Sunday, the Lord’s day, started at 9:30 with class meetings for the whole congregation; the main service at 10:30 was led by Parson Lamont in his Prince Albert coat. There were more classes after the service, and finally after lunch came Sunday school for the youngsters. Children of other faiths, such as Presbyterians and Catholics, played in the woods or went skating after church, but not the Methodists. There was an afternoon break after Sunday school, and then back to church for the young people’s service at 6:15, followed by the regular evening service and sermon at 7:30. Tom looked forward to Mondays.


  Once Tom asked his father how he felt about the Presbyterian young people “taking walks on Sunday afternoon, pairing off, and doing all that other weekday stuff.” His father did not seem particularly upset at this conduct, but nevertheless felt be must abide by the strict Methodist practices of his community. Parson Lamont was not one to venture beyond the traditional boundaries.


  Another important part of the minister’s life was his respect for good books and the pleasure he derived from study and reading. His prize earthly possession was his library, and if a new parsonage lacked adequate shelves for his books, the parson insisted that the Church board have them installed. He also subscribed to the daily New York Tribune, Harper’s Weekly, and the Atlantic Monthly.


  The Lamont children inherited their taste for literature from their father. By the time he was fourteen Tom had read the Bible twice, and the list of his favorite authors—Charles Dickens, Sir Walter Scott, Edgar Allan Poe, Jules Verne, James Fenimore Cooper, and others—was long indeed. During the long summer vacations from school other boys clambered down Catskill mountain trails or helped their fathers on the family farm. Young Tom devoured novels by the score.


  Tom worshipped his brother Hammond, six years his senior, who possessed a happy, enthusiastic personality and a fine mind. It was Hammond who constantly encouraged his younger brother and sister to read good books, in his opinion the most important part of their education. After attending Albany High School, Hammond had gone on to Harvard, where he excelled in his studies and became an editor of the Crimson and the Harvard Lampoon.


  As time passed, the constant moves to a new parish every few years became more of a trial for Tom’s parents. Each year at the closing session of the New York Conference of Methodists, the bishop read aloud the appointments decided on by himself and the presiding elders. For some the announcement brought glad tidings of an assignment to one of the larger churches with a commensurate salary and parsonage. But invariably, Pastor Lamont drew one of the many poorer rural charges, almost all located in the Catskills or on the eastern shore of the Hudson—Monticello, Bullville, Deposit, Claverak, Katonah, Tremont, Catskill, Coxsackie, Saugerties, Goshen, Rodout, and the list went on. He was a modest man who shunned self-seeking advancement. He remained a country parson.


  The greatest hardship resulting from such frequent transfers was the physical effort of packing, moving by train and buggy, unpacking, and settling in every few years. Usually, the furniture didn’t appear until a week or so after the family’s arrival at the new parsonage. It never felt like home to the parson until the piano was in its place and the family could sing a hymn in the evenings.


  The physical condition of the newly assigned parsonages varied widely: sometimes new shingling was called for or the vegetable garden had been allowed to deteriorate. Upon arrival at a new parsonage, the parson conducted a thorough inspection of the house, barn, garden, and orchard to determine what work had to be done promptly. Planting the garden was a regular spring task, and fortunately the pastor was an able gardener and carpenter, skills he had learned as a boy on his father’s farm in Charlotteville. Tom did his best to help his father even though he loathed household and gardening chores.


  While Tom’s father was surveying the exterior of the parsonage, his mother was inspecting the interior. Were there enough shelves for her husband’s collection of books on theology and philosophy, the source of inspiration for so many of his sermons? Should she replace a badly worn parlor carpet, and would she be able to find a good hired girl to help her out? As Tom’s mother grew older she began to dread these physically exhausting moves more and more.


  Taking on a new pastorate and new problems so frequently was not an easy undertaking for the parson either. Sometimes he became discouraged about his effectiveness as a preacher and depressed about the high incidence of sickness and death, which in some years seemed almost overwhelming. Adults died from typhoid fever and pneumonia in their prime of life, and children fell victim to epidemics of diphtheria which swept through the valley communities. The parson would christen infants and bury them days later. At times only the cheerfulness and good sense of his wife would bolster him. Once Tom’s Aunt Harriet wrote him and asked about his parents. “How is your lovely mother, Tom? Carrie is so quick-witted, so much fun to be with. And your dear father. He’s such a saintly man.”


  In later life Lamont recalled: “To a child the years always stretch out at immense length. The winters, filled with snow and frost, never seemed to end. In my little world, skating began at Thanksgiving and on that small pond in the hollow of the low hills back of the church the ice lingered almost to April. The long vacation days of July and August go by, one by one, peaceful and sleepy, with the humming of the bees. And when the dusk comes dropping down, a small boy, deliciously tired from the swimming and the running and the final household chores is glad to stumble up the stairs and fall drowsily into bed.”


  He also remembered the mile-long walk to school in zero weather, tapping the fine hard maple trees, and rowing and skating on the river. He recalled his father’s prayers frotn the pulpit Sunday after Sunday for the recovery of President Garfield, who had been shot by a crazy assassin, and remembered him coming up the front path at the Catskill parsonage on a September morning in 1881 bearing the New York Tribune with its heavy black mourning borders reporting the death of “our martyred president.” In his mind’s eye he saw the night boats, the river steamers, moving down the Hudson with their lights all aglow, the great grinding floes of ice floating by in March, the ever-changing river, storm-tossed or peaceful in a summer calm, and “back of us, towering up less than a dozen miles away, the green and blue forested slopes and peaks of the rugged Catskill Mountains.”


  Lamont’s childhood memories, recalled in his book, My Boyhood in a Parsonage, written at the end of his life, have a decidedly nostalgic glow. Letters between the adult members of the family circle are filled with accounts of sickness and hard times. Yet it seems clear that the parson’s home was filled with mutual affection and that the children grew up sharing their parents’ values and their father’s respect for scholarship and belief in the importance of obtaining a first-class education.




 

  “Huc Verite Pueri, Ut Viri Sitis”


  (Inscription on Academy Building bell at Exeter in 1884]


  Brother Hammond had observed that the best-prepared students at Harvard came from Phillips Exeter Academy, the New Hampshire preparatory school founded in 1781 and long noted for its academic thoroughness. Acting on Hammond’s strong recommendation, Tom’s father decided to send him to Exeter. Just under fourteen, Tom would be one of the youngest boys at the boarding school.


  On a September evening in 1884, Tom and his father arrived on the Boston and Maine and went to Tom’s small room on the third floor of Gorham Hall, a town inn converted to a school dormitory. Tom’s father stayed at Exeter for two days, meeting the principal and teachers. On the last morning he rushed to his son’s room to say good-bye, and with a quick hug, hurried off to catch the 7:30 train to Boston.


  Extra long hours of study marked Tom’s early months at Exeter. Thete were some wide gaps in the preparation he had received from three different grammar schools. Slackers were not coddled at Exeter but expelled. Latin was emphasized, and fortunately his father’s early tutelage helped him through the nine hour-long recitations in that subject each week. Tom’s hard work produced good results, and once he had caught up with his peers, he was able to shorten his heavy study schedule. He played tennis and cook on some outside jobs—splitting firewood at fifteen cents an hour, snow shoveling, and cleaning furnaces. His earnings reduced his calls on his father for money, and the scholarship grant he was awarded in the spring term eased the financial burden on the family.


  Tom wrote his parents weekly letters containing detailed explanations of the expenses that would have to be paid by his father. Tom urged his parents, brother, and sister to write regularly; he confessed that he was homesick, but admonished his parents not to tell anyone.


  He found that the boiled beans served in the Abbot Hall dining room gave him stomachaches, and the oleomargarine was so “strong” that he gave up eating it, too. He was outgrowing his clothes, which seemed to be constantly wearing out; his shoes were too small, and his gray everyday pants had a big hole that couldn’t be darned.


  There was compulsory chapel each morning at 7:45 for the students, and on Sundays they were required to attend one of the town church services. Tom wrote that the Methodist preacher’s sermons were boring, definitely not of the caliber to which he was accustomed.


  The football game at Andover, Massachusetts, against Phillips Academy, Exeter’s traditional rival, was the big event of the fall term, and most of the student body planned to attend the game, about an hour’s train ride from Exeter. Tom wrote his father that the train ticket would cost a dollar, and he did not expect to go; incidentally, he reported, three of the best Exeter players attended the Methodist Church. The ploy was successful, and his father sent him a dollar for the ticket.


  A few weeks later Tom was mortified by his involvement, albeit tangential, in a student prank in Gorham Hall. He had joined several boys in mixing up and then dousing with water the bedclothes of another student. Professor George A. Wentworth, then in charge of discipline at the academy, had imposed a fine of $5 on each of the miscreants, a stiff penalty to make it clear, Wentworth wrote Tom’s father, that hazing would not be tolerated at Exeter.


  Tom wrote home: “I did not know what to do, just as I was getting along so well in my studies and everything, to have this come when you are so pressed for money to keep me here. I ask you and Mama to forgive me for acting so. The thought never entered my bead but that it would be taken as a joke, but I see that it was a mean trick. . . . I do not know what you and Mama think of me, but I would not have had it happen for the world.”


  In January Tom suffered the fright and pain of being bitten on the lip by a rat while asleep in his room. The janitor of Gorham Hall stopped up the rat hole with a piece of tin, and Tom went to the doctor with a badly swollen lip. He was upset when the doctor put some coun plaster on the wound and charged him fifty cents. He felt Gorham Hall should pay the bill for “allowing such a thing in the house.” Tom’s lip soon healed, but his health problems were not over.


  In February he was struck down by scarlet fever. The same stern Professor Wentworth tenderly wrapped the feverish boy and carried him down three flights of stairs in Gorham Hall to be taken by carriage to a private home in Exeter. After two weeks’ recuperation, he was sent home to complete his recovery. He returned to Exeter at the beginning of the spring term, where his spirits were lifted by the warm welcome he received from his classmates and the coming of spring itself after the endless New Hampshire winter.


  Tom did not make his class baseball team and turned to tennis. With his father’s permission he transferred to the Baptist Church, where he sang second bass in the choir. He spoke on the winning team in a debate at the Golden Branch Literary Society in opposing women’s suffrage. His position was that women had been tried and found wanting. “It is a well-known fact,” Tom declared at the age of fourteen, “that women cannot think nor feel as deeply or strongly as men,” a statement greeted with much applause.


  In his upper-class years Tom became even more active in school affairs. He served as an editor of the Exonian, the student newspaper, and of the Pean, the yearbook report on student activities; he also was managing editor of the Literary Monthly. In his senior year he was president of Abbot Hall, his red brick dormitory next to the Academy Building, and became a member of Sigma Pi Alpha, one of Exeter’s three secret societies. Not athletic enough to make any of the academy teams, Tom played tennis and, during the winter, skated on the Exeter River.


  In Tom’s senior year Exeter had an enrollment of 335 boys, more than half coming from New Hampshire, Massachusetts, and New York. Many in his class were older one- or two-year men, some in their early twenties, who were inclined to do pretty much as they pleased. Student pranks and disorderly conduct up to the level of full-scale donnybrooks were not uncommon. During the administration of principal Walter A. Scott, who had also arrived in 1884, there was a serious breakdown in authority over student life, but not in academic discipline. “Complete liberty tempered by expulsion” was an old saying at the academy.


  Scott was from Ohio, and his critics said that he never did leam New England’s ways and the academy’s reverence for its long-standing customs. He was breezy and loquacious; in the class history, the class historian, Tom Lamont, wrote a satirical piece about the principal’s long-windedness. Taking over responsibility for parietal discipline from Professor Wentworth, he insensitively sent for the police to break up student fracases, a practice that offended everyone—boys, faculty, and townspeople.


  For many years the students had held a huge bonfire on the town square to celebrate the end of the school year, a traditional event chat Principal Scott decided to ban; he requested the Exeter police to enforce the order. The result was a noisy brawl in which the students fought with the police. Heads were broken; students were arrested and fined the next day in court. But the townspeople sided with the boys, and the bonfire was reinstituted the following year.


  It is unlikely that Tom joined in this melee or the other rumored adventures, such as the goings-on of a worldly-wise group of older fellows, who slipped out of their houses at night to meet girls from the town and canoed up the little Exeter River to a special spot where they drank beer. Given his sheltered upbringing and stern Methodist training, Tom would have considered such conduct disgraceful.


  Tom’s letters home during this period of his adolescence portrayed a friendly and enthusiastic youth with strong family ties. He was eager to please his parents, especially “Papa,” and his older brother and sister and win their praise for his accomplishments. No sign of a maturing sophisticate: Tom was still a small-town boy.


  Despite the lack of strong administrative leadership at the school, there were some excellent teachers on the ten-man Exeter faculty, including George Wentworth, the distinguished mathematician, and Bradbury Cilley, the head of the Greek department, who had given Tom a fine new suit and overcoat, which, he said, had been left unexpectedly to him by a friend. Tom thought that George Lyman Kittredge, his instructor in Latin, was the best teacher he had ever had. Exeter’s tough academic discipline and its policy of spurring students to be self-reliant had worked for Tom. His grades had been good, and he was ready for the wider world of college.




 

  Fair Harvard and Its Sons


  After graduating from Exeter, Tom entered the freshman class at Harvard College in September 1888. What he soon found most exciting about the college was its star-studded faculty, the legendary professors acclaimed as giants in their fields. George Herben Palmer in ethics and Charles Eliot Norton in art history stirred Tom, and he went to hear the famous and eloquent Phillips Brooks whenever he preached at Appleton Chapel.


  Even though Lamont did not consider himself an especially reflective type, he was drawn to Harvard’s philosophers, especially William James, the eminent professor of psychology and elder brother of the noted novelist Henry James. William James was erect and dignified, his face kindly and handsomely bearded, his speech quiet and distinguished. His course was immensely popular, and the initial fall lecture had as special an aura as opening night at the opera.


  Tom and the other Exeter students had been well prepared academically, but tended to lack the social graces and sophistication of some of their classmates, especially the cosmopolitan young aristocrats who would soon become members of the half dozen exclusive social clubs and Greek-letter fraternities, led by the venerable Porcellian Club. The newest club was the Delta Phi, whose senior-class member J.P. Morgan, Jr., son of the noted banker, had arranged the financing of its new quarters on Mt. Auburn Street.


  In their clubhouses members dined sumptuously together, played billiards and backgammon, and smoked their pipes before the fire. Membership, based almost entirely on social background, drew mainly on the sons from old families of Boston, New York, and Philadelphia, who had attended the prestigious New England boarding schools like St. Paul’s, St. Mark’s, and Mr. Peabody’s new school at Groton. Five or six years of rigorous sports activity on the playing fields of boarding school had developed some of these boys into fine athletes, and the leaders were chosen by their teammates to captain the football eleven and other Harvard teams. The prominence and popularity they enjoyed from success in athletics often led to their election to the key class offices.


  Tom had gone out for the freshman football team for exercise and to get to know some of the class leaders. However, again his lack of athletic talent led him to abandon football for tennis. Nor did he ever join one of the select clubs. He could not have afforded the luxury anyway; it took a generous allowance from home to pay for the comforts of clubhouse life, and he had no desire to fritter away time with club cronies. He was not ovecawed by the club crowd.


  There was another side of college social life new to Tom—the liberal consumption of spirits, usually beer or punch, by young men at parties or “on the town,” graphically symbolized by the arrival scene of the “night car” from Boston. After it clanged to a stop on Massachusetts Avenue opposite Harvard Yard, a band of clubmen singing lustily would descend from it and stagger off toward the elegant dormitory apartments and clubs near Mt. Auburn Street, arms wrapped around each others’ shoulders. Tom didn’t like the physical effects of liquor, but he was not a prude and enjoyed the camaraderie of his friends in their convivial goings-on.


  Determined to earn a good part of his college expenses, Tom had rejected the scholarship route, because he did not want to devote that much time to studying for high grades and thus forgo the rich variety of diversions that beckoned. He found another way.


  His work on the editorial staff of Exeter’s student newspaper and yearbook had given him the idea of seeking an editorship on the Crimson, the daily student newspaper at Harvard. He applied for the position and in February became the first member of his freshman class to be elected an editor of the Crimson. He immediately volunteered for a special editorial job that paid $5 a week—coming into the office every night about midnight to correct the final proofs and put the paper to bed. Nobody else was clamoring for this duty, and Tom held it over the next three years. Another financial reward came at the end of the year when the annual profits were divided up among the senior editors, and in his junior year, when he became president of the Crimson, his share amounted to $175.


  The Boston newspapers always needed a regular correspondent at Harvard. Not only was Tom an able Crimson editor, but also, during the summer following his freshman year, he gained valuable experience as a reporter on the Albany City Evening Journal, replacing vacationing staff. Starting off as Harvard correspondent for the Boston Advertiser, he was hired away by the Boston Herald, which agreed to pay him $50 a month. “For me this was a bonanza,” he later wrote.


  One reporting job led to another. Tom soon was writing “Sunday Specials” on Harvard for the Herald that bore his initials and contributing pieces about Harvard events and sports to the New York Tribune. Before long he had achieved a modest reputation around Boston as a sports reporter, particularly of Harvard’s football program.


  In March 1889 the captain of the Harvard team introduced spring football practice for the first time at Harvard, but arch-rival Yale, coached by football mastermind Walter Camp, continued its winning ways in November. Yale had now beaten Harvard in ten of their twelve games. The sports rivalry between Harvard and Yale, and especially the annual football confrontation, had captured the public’s enthusiasm, and the series had developed into an embarrassing runaway rout of Harvard teams by Yale. Captain A. J. Cumnock believed that an extraordinary effort was called for to prepare for the 1890 game.


  Tom reported in the Crimson on Harvard’s expanded program of spring and fall football practice in 1890, including the first use of a tackling dummy at Harvard, a device so heavy and hard that a number of players suffered injuries before the captain mercifully decided to spare his teammates from further grief. The football team returned to Cambridge two weeks before college opened in September, and practice was extremely rigorous—two o’clock to dusk, Monday through Friday—all conducted behind a high wooden fence. As a Crimson reporter Tom attended team practice sessions, but the managers were on guard against spies from football rivals, who might attempt to steal the secret plays being tested. On Saturdays he covered the games, which were held at Jarvis Field in Cambridge before some 10,000 high-spirited alumni and students.


  Harvard rolled over all its ten opponents before the Yale game, and Yale also went undefeated. Spurred on by a rousing article in the Crimson and a torchlight rally the night before the game, Tom and a large band of students traveled by special train tO Hampden Park Field in Springfield, joining tbe biggest crowd ever assembled for a Harvard-Yale game, close to 20,000 people. Given the emotional intensity of the teams’ supporters, university officials had deemed it wise to choose a neutral site for the confrontation. The Boston Herald had assigned Tom to cover “The Game.”


  The stands were in an uproar as the teams came on the field. The Harvard players were dressed in brown moleskin knee breeches and crimson stockings and jerseys over which they wore tightlaced canvas jackets, uniforms providing little protection against the rough physical combat that followed. Injuries ranging from broken noses to concussions were not uncommon under the current rules and officiating. In the second half two Harvard touchdowns gave the Crimson a lead it never relinquished, and general pandemonium in the Harvard grandstands greeted the first Crimson victory over Yale in fifteen years.


  In June 1891 the Boston Herald assigned Tom to New London for the week prior to the annual Harvard-Yale regatta on the Thames River to report on the training progress of the crews leading up to race day. In recent years Yale had dominated Harvard in crew as it had in football, and after five successive victories over Harvard, Yale’s bigger crew was the clear favorite.


  On the day of the race the reporter took in the spectacular scene on the river. A large fleet of vessels lined both sides of the course—graceful sloops with towering masts anchored alongside sleek steam yachts, whose polished mahogany and brass shone in the sunlight. Strings of colorful pennants, flags, and Harvard and Yale banners festooned the rigging of the assorted craft. The stern sections of many boats were filled with girls in white summer frocks and young men in blazers and straw boaters, and other spectators were taking their seats to follow the race on the observation train cars with open sides facing the river.


  Tom was in the press boat, which followed just behind the racing shells, from the start—“Ready? Gentlemen, row!”—to the finish twenty-one minutes later in the densest part of the assembled fleet. The Harvard shell, which led from the start, came in ten lengths ahead of Yale. Harvard songs and blasts from horns filled the air, as the crew slumped over their oars, heaving to regain their breaths after four miles of brutal physical effort. Evidently Lamont enjoyed the colorful event, for years later he became a regular spectator at the regatta—from the deck of his own handsome yacht.


  To ensure good grades Tom set aside a few days and nights before each examination period to review his courses, and one year he and a friend gave two well-attended seminars to review the History 1 course before the exams. At a price of $3.00 per student, Tom replenished his Christmas-depleted exchequer. He also pursued his bent for literature, becoming business manager and an editor of the literary Harvard Monthly and joining two literary societies, the Signet and the O.K., where the members read aloud articles and verse and then engaged in a critique of the selections.


  There were other clubs, apart from the socially exclusive ones, whose pursuit of pleasure was far from intellectual. The raison d’être of the Hasty Pudding Institute of 1770 was its annual musical farce written and acted by members whose performance as hairy-legged chorus girls had become a comic tradition at Harvard. Tom sang and danced in the chorus in The Sphinx or Love at Random, a musical comedy set in ancient Egypt.


  He also was invited to become a member of the D.K.E., known as the Dickey, another club dedicated to having a good time. On initiation night four members of the Dickey came up to his room on the third floor of Thayer Hall and manhandled him downstairs to join the other members in a noisy, chanting procession through the streets. The Dickey also put on shows, and Tom starred as the female lead in a rollicking comedy based on “The Lady or the Tiger.” And he eagerly participated in various other student groups and committees at Harvard; he was and would remain a “joiner.”


  Lamont’s friendliness made him a popular companion. His more affluent friends invited him to elaborate four-course dinners accompanied by champagne and witty toasts, served in their luxurious suites on Mt. Auburn Street. Sometimes he took the tramcars to Boston with friends to walk about the Common, explore the winding streets, and browse in the bookstores. He and his chums also got together with the local girls for teas and parties or walks in the country. But Tom had his eye on someone else.


  At the June commencement exercises in 1890, Tom had met Miss Florence Corliss of Englewood, New Jersey, who was attending the graduation of a friend. He was quickly captivated by the pretty brown. haired seventeen-year-old charmer. She was gay, quick-witted, and fun to talk to. He had taken her for a stroll in Mt. Auburn Cemetery on Sunday, and on Monday they had taken the tramcars out to Wellesley.


  “In spite of what that boy says, I think he is the worst flirt I ever met,” Florence confided to her diary. In September she entered the freshman class at Smith College in Northampton, Massachusetts, and invited Tom to the Glee Club concert and dance at Smith on Washington’s Birthday weekend.


  Florence felt rattled and shy when she first saw Tom at Smith, but he had a way about him that put her quickly at ease. The weekend was blissful, thought Florence, who was persuaded that Tom was not flirting, but quite serious in expressing his affection for her. Tom said he would come back to see her again that spring.


  In May Crimson reporter Lamont covered the Harvard-Amherst baseball game, which was played at Amherst, not far from Northampton. Florence joined Tom, and after the game they returned to Smith and had dinner at the Inn. On Sunday they went to church and took a walk in the rain, and another walk after supper, “the nicest of all,” Florence wrote in her diary. She was almost afraid to admit to herself that she had fallen in love, “after all that has happened to prove how fickle I am.”


  In September Florence invited Tom to her home in Englewood to meet her parents, Mr. and Mrs. Wilbur Fisk Corliss. Wilbur Corliss headed his own business—Corliss, Coon & Co., Manufacturers of Linen Collars and Cuffs and Ladies’ Shirt Waists—and the Corlisses lived comfortably in a pleasant residential neighborhood; in the eyes of small-town Methodists they might even have qualified as “rich Presbyterians.” Florence’s parents were cordial, Lamont wrote, although “they looked upon me as nothing but one of the crowd of boys who came and went” attracted by Florence’s charms.


  Tom graduated cum laude from Harvard College with a bachelor of arts degree in 1892. Always a solid student, he was now showing signs of a talent for politics. At Class Day, Neal Rantoul, a popular star athlete and First Marshal of the class, read off the list of class officers: it was headed by Lamont, the newly elected chairman of the Class Committee.


  The Class Poet then recited his special poem for the occasion. The Ivy Orator delivered his comic address, and finally, it was the turn of the Class Orator, Hugh McKennan Landon, whose grandiloquent speech met the standard of fulsome rhetoric for this oration. “The heroism we must possess is not the courage to die, but the manfulness to live. Duty says as plainly as ever, ‘you must.’ It is for us to answer in the true spirit of Harvard men, ‘we can and we will.’”


  Tom had invited Florence to the commencement festivities. On Saturday evening there was dancing at the gymnasium and Memorial Hall to the strains of the Germania Orchestra and Baldwin’s Band. While the Class Day Committee had ruled that caps and gowns must be worn during the day, they could be removed for dancing. A brilliant display of “illuminations” was presented in the Yard; the Glee Club sang, and the Banjo, Mandolin, and Guitar dubs performed on the Law School steps. Clearly tbe mood was romantic, for that night Tom told Florence how much he loved her. He wanted to marry her as soon as his earnings enabled him to support a family. Florence reported in her diary, “I told him I loved him, too.” She would wait until he was ready.


  Three days later Lamont performed his first official duty as chairman of the Class Committee, presiding at the Senior Commencement Dinner at the Quincy House, which the Crimson reported was a huge success. Tom must have enjoyed being the master of ceremonies, for it was a role that he would enthusiastically seek and pedorm at scores of banquets for the rest of his life.


  On Commencement Day Tom and his classmates in caps and gowns filed into Memorial Hall. President Charles W. Eliot was seated in the traditional Jacobean chair of Harvard presidents, flanked on the commencement stage by several dozen senior faculty, deans, and members of the university’s governing boards. Tom and his fellow students had generally viewed Eliot as a rather cold and aloof man as he staidly crossed the yard, but awesome—already a legend in the ranks of Harvard presidents for his introduction of the elective system for courses and rus firm organization of the graduate schools.


  Tom listened to a great deal of commencement oratory, from President Eliot on down, but he had found the closing words of Professor Josiah Royce in his last philosophy lecture of the year more to the point: “My dear young gentlemen, what I pray is that you may be granted the wisdom and the courage to endure the business of life.”


  Some of Tom’s classmates were planning summer vacations at Newport, Saratoga Springs, and other resorts. Others would attend the World Columbia Exposition in Chicago celebrating the 400th anniversary of the discovery of America. Tom wanted to get on with “the business of life” and, on Monday morning, just two days after graduation, he reported to the city editor of the New York Tribune.


  He would earn $25 a week, and much as he loved Florence, he knew that he could not afford to marry her. “I was so utterly lacking in worldly goods that I didn’t dare to sign her up,” he wrote later. Tom was ambitious, and perhaps in the thriving metropolis of New York he would come across some promising business opportunity. Florence, living with her parents in Englewood, would not be far away.




 

  Member of the Press


  The heat and humidity in New York in the summer of 1892 were overpowering, whether in the bustling editorial offices of the Tribune on Park Row or in the crowded streets. Reporting assignments were handed out by the city editor, Arthur F. Bowers, and Tom covered stories in the grimiest parts of the city—a murder in Hell’s Kitchen, an outbreak of cholera on the lower West Side, and gang battles in Chinatown. To earn extra pay he wrote special features for the Sunday edition, such as tales of adventure in the early days of Dutch Manhattan and of Bowery gangster dens and plots.


  During the final weeks of the 1892 election campaign, Tom undertook political reporting assignments. The allegations he had heard about corruption at Tammany Hall, the city’s powerful Democratic political organization, would provide the basis of a good hard-hitting story on the local races. However, shortly before the election the managing editor circulated a memorandum to the staff suggesting that it did not seem advisable to charge Tammany leaders by name, noting that they allocated among the local papers the valuable election advertising that printed the addresses of hundreds of polling booths throughout the city. Times were hard; advertising revenues were critical, and the reporters did not protest.


  Tom’s health had never been robust, and he had paid little heed to it that summer and fall, working long hours, sleeping little and eating many meals on the run. Right after the election he woke up in
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