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  The Hollywood columnists crowed that she had got “just what she deserved.” Katharine Hepburn, after six years of film stardom and seven straight flops, had bought out her R.K.O. contract for $220,000, packed her bags and headed for her beloved family summer home, Fenwick, at Old Saybrook, Connecticut. Guarding her privacy with her usual ferocity toward the press, she refused to talk about her departure from Hollywood or her headlined romance with millionaire aviator and film producer Howard Hughes.*


  At Fenwick, warm May breezes and a close family circle greeted her arrival that spring of 1938. The Hepburns were a clannish group. Their Kate had been publicly chastised as rude (“Katharine of Arrogance” one newspaper called her), “the Czarina,” and “Box Office Poison.” Overbearing at times, her moods chameleon, Kate’s behavior was still considered more “true to herself” than outrageous among her family. All her life (she had celebrated her thirtieth birthday that previous autumn) she had openly fought for what she wanted and believed in and thought that everyone else did the same. She had never experienced financial hard times. Home and Hepburn money were always there if she needed them. That anyone had to kowtow to anyone else, in the paralyzing fear that otherwise job and security might be lost, had never dawned upon her. Yet, she had been wise enough to see that R.K.O. was forcing her hand when they cast her in a modest programmer called Mother Carey’s Chickens.* The studio had wanted to get rid of her. They had counted on her pride and won. Kate, however, viewed her high-priced freedom from R.K.O. as a victory. She refused to work in second-rate films or to concede that her departure from Hollywood might be professional suicide.


  Once she was home at Fenwick, her confidence soared. She swam and played golf and tennis. Tall, slim, leggy, dressed in baggy trousers, white tennis dress or conservative bathing suit, bronzed, her fly-away red hair caught up and pinned in a careless fashion (as though no mirror had been consulted), her keen gray-blue eyes defiant, Kate charged through the summer months with her usual amazing energy. She glowed with a golden radiance and looked more like a woman in love than one whose career had just collapsed.


  Kate had been seeing Howard Hughes since November, 1936. Hughes bridged the worlds of film and society in which she moved. He was a mover and a shaker, a man of adventure and daring, and they shared many of the same interests: golf (Kate played near championship level), flying (he had had a stretch of beach adjacent to Fenwick prepared for a landing field and taught her to be a fine pilot), and films (as a producer, he had launched the career of Jean Harlow in Hell’s Angels). Both Kate and Hughes were tall, angular, handsome young people with the self-assurance old money gives. Both were individualists who loved fame and would have expired without attention. Yet, perversely, they loathed publicity and the press and enjoyed nothing better than dodging and outwitting reporters and autograph hunters.


  Howard Hughes remained in California when Kate left for Connecticut. He was preparing his plane, the New York World’s Fair 1939, for a record-setting flight around the world. Nonetheless, he secretly managed to fly to see Kate several times in May, June, and July, 1938. Few people impressed Kate, but Hughes—already a hero having broken the transcontinental speed record—had an aura of excitement about him. He believed in her talent and held an ardent and sincere interest in her career. At Fenwick on July Fourth he told her that he wanted to star her in a film, The Amelia Earhart Story, about the aviatrix whose mysterious disappearance in the South Pacific near the end of her around-the-world flight the previous year had been haunting him.* He admired Amelia Earhart enormously and thought Kate would be magnificent in the role. Kate agreed, but for the time being they kept the planned project to themselves.


  Other film offers—each smaller and more demeaning than the one before—were refused by Kate without indignation. Hollywood’s interest, however belittling, meant the industry had not given her up entirely and the studios knew Katharine Hepburn’s unique contribution to films could not easily be dismissed.


  In fact, everything about Kate and the Hepburns was extraordinary. On weekends, when the family—Dr. and Mrs. Hepburn, their sons, Robert and Richard, their three daughters, Katharine, Peggy and Marion, and Marion’s husband, Ellsworth Grant—were all in residence, their impact on one another was explosive. Kate’s ex-husband, Ludlow Ogden Smith (introduced by Mrs. Hepburn as “our dear, sweet ex”) had his own room at Fenwick. “Luddy” and Kate remained good friends despite their divorce four years earlier.


  The Hepburn life-style at Fenwick and at their West Hartford home was organized chaos. “The Doctor says he runs the family, Mrs. Hepburn thinks she does and Kate knows she does,” an observer once said. All the Hepburns functioned on sheer nervous energy. There were no schedules. Breakfast could well be served at noon, lunch at four and dinner at nine. Visitors always seemed to arrive in the middle of a meal, and there was a great deal of walking about the dining room, plate in hand, as one Hepburn found the distance to another inhibiting to a lively conversation that could have had as a topic anything from the atomic bomb to birth control. The only note of formality about dinner was the carving of the roast, done by Dr. Hepburn with surgical expertise.


  “How do you stand politically?” was Mrs. Hepburn’s first question to a visitor. If the reply was in any way conservative, the far-Left Mrs. Hepburn’s usual retort was, “How dull, how awfully dull.” After such a pronouncement the guest might be ignored completely.


  The Hepburns could be charming or intolerant, but were always outspoken. The “untouchables,” the “dumb,” the “complacent” and the “conservative” were immediately labeled to their faces “hopeless” and quickly dispensed with. On the other hand, the family was instantly and intensely excited about “anybody doing something interesting or eager to talk about something interesting.” Writers, artists, actors, directors, political and social activists, inventors, and any other intellectually stimulating exhibits were thus frequent guests at the Hepburn table. Though Howard Hughes certainly fit into this category, Mrs. Hepburn was not too pleased with his visits to Fenwick. For one thing, he refused to eat when the family did, and for another, his slight deafness kept him from joining into the family’s lively discussions. Hughes found the Hepburns’ nonchalant attitude and their disordered life irritating and was not silent in his criticism.


  Indeed, if not for Dr. Hepburn, a bill would never have been paid, a mechanical device repaired, nor any of the Hepburn cars filled with gas. Marion and Peggy were apt to drive off with no gas and fifty cents borrowed from a maid. When a canopy was put over part of the lawn for Marion’s wedding, no one ever got around to having it taken down. Kate had been on her own for nearly a decade, yet not only did her father take care of all her finances, she still considered Fenwick home and presented any serious beau for her father’s approval. Dr. Hepburn reserved judgment at this time on Howard Hughes. Therefore, so did Kate.


  The five Hepburn offspring had inherited brains, looks and money. A progressive upbringing had contributed much to their uniqueness. Kate’s brothers and sisters were every bit as much a maverick as she. Partly responsible was the elder Hepburns’ fierce dedication to independent ideas and the fact that they set a careful intellectual stage upon which their children were allowed full expression. Since the death of an older brother when she was thirteen, Kate had been the eldest of the siblings. This could have accounted in part for her being their leader. Certainly her adult fame might have also contributed. Still, Kate had had an imperious personality since childhood, a take-command attitude; bossy, outspoken to an eccentric degree, she wore what she wanted (boys’ clothes and shaved head at nine), did what she wanted, and said what she wanted, discounting the censure of either of her parents.


  “I find it droll that Kate, who is not a democrat but a Democrat, should create such a royalist atmosphere,” one of her closest friends was to say.


  The cut-through nasal voice, the proud posture, the self-possession, along with a “beguiling femininity,” became Kate’s trademarks. She thought for herself. If she gave the impression that her determination was “to remold this man’s world,” at the same time she made it quite plausible that it could be a woman’s world. There had been many serious beaux besides Howard Hughes. Most remained as loyal a friend to her as her ex-husband did. At Fenwick in the summer of 1938, these old flames came and went, as did Luddy and Hughes. Some were celebrities. Others were relationships that went back to her girlhood days in West Hartford and her college years at Bryn Mawr. Kate was irreplaceable, an original. Her curious but dynamic personality could not be easily exorcised. Kate’s friendship was addictive, and once won not easily forfeited.


  The Hollywood pundits wrongly believed Katharine Hepburn had retreated to her family’s summer cottage to nurse her wounds. Throughout May and June, the “fallen” star was happier than she had been for years and was certain that in no time at all she would make those Hollywood dolts eat every last nasty word they had said of her.


  At seven-twenty P.M., July 10, 1938, Howard Hughes’s plane thundered along the thirty-five-hundred-foot runway at Floyd Bennett Airfield in New York. The evening was insufferably hot and some five thousand spectators who waited to witness Hughes’s take-off on his flight to break Lindbergh’s record welcomed the momentary breeze created when the plane lifted off the ground, banked to the left over Jamaica Bay and started across Long Island. A few minutes later, the plane’s wings dipped over Fenwick as Kate stood on the pier and enthusiastically waved Hughes on. Sixteen hours and thirty-eight minutes after leaving New York, he arrived at Le Bourget Airfield in Paris, cutting Lindbergh’s time in half. Before he left the cockpit, he asked that Kate be notified of his safe arrival. Eight hours later, with a telegram from her in his pocket agreeing to meet him in New York on his return, Hughes got back into the plane to continue his flight to Moscow, across Russia, through northern Siberia, to Fairbanks, Alaska, and then on to New York. Three days, nineteen hours and seventeen minutes after take-off, he arrived back at Floyd Bennett Airfield with a new record for flying around the world. Immediately he was one of the most famous men in America. Crowds that met him were so dense that he could not be reached by a messenger who had a note for him from Kate.


  Several hours passed before he could slip away from his fans and the welcoming committee, headed by wealthy merchant Grover Whalen* and the city’s mayor, Fiorello H. LaGuardia, and direct a taxi to take him to Kate’s New York address. Unfortunately, the street in front of her house was mobbed with fans hoping to outguess the hero, and so he went on to his suite at the Drake Hotel. The next evening, traveling in separate cars, Kate and Hughes met at the home of Grover Whalen in Short Hills, New Jersey. Rumors now circulated that they were to marry.


  Kate was in a terrible dilemma, not at all sure that marriage to Hughes was what she wanted. Hughes, with gentlemanly diplomacy, flew to Houston for a few weeks to give her time to think. He joined Kate at Fenwick on August 15, and the two of them went to look at a million-dollar yacht with an eye for purchase. The newspapers reported that the boat, The Viking, was to take them on their honeymoon. A week later, when Hughes left Fenwick, Kate had not yet made a decision.


  Monday, September 19, after a particularly festive and crowded weekend, Dr. Hepburn, all the Hepburn guests and most of the family departed Fenwick, leaving Kate and Mrs. Hepburn behind. Around two P.M. on Wednesday, September 21, a northeast wind began to blow. Even when the wind rose and the rain came in horizontal sheets, inhabitants of the area did not believe the hurricane that had been reported as turning away from Florida and moving northward could be approaching them. With New England rationality, they were certain that since there had never been a hurricane in their latitude, there could never be one.


  The day darkened early. Great black clouds rolled across the sky. Kate remained as unsuspecting as her neighbors. She liked the excitement, the challenge of storms. Shortly after lunch, alone, a scarf across her face, she walked out onto the pier. Waves slapped viciously against the pilings. A severe storm watch had been issued, but no mention had been made of an approaching hurricane. Kate braced herself, fighting the wind. Then, gale winds pushing her from behind, she turned back to warn her mother of the force of the storm.


  Fenwick was situated on an open promontory, with the Long Island Sound on one side and the Connecticut River on the other. Built as a summer cottage, the structure was not capable of withstanding the raging hurricane winds. Slashing rain made it difficult to see more than a few feet beyond the windows, which Kate and Mrs. Hepburn had fastened as tightly as they could. One by one the shingles on the roof tore off and whirled away. Trees thundered as they fell, windows smashed, and the floor began waving like a shaken carpet. Clinging together, Kate, Mrs. Hepburn and the maid deserted the cottage and managed to reach a neighbor’s more protected house. They were safe, but Fenwick was lost, along with many other summer homes and the lives of two neighbors. Telephone and power lines were down over the entire area. Knowing her father would be worried, Kate left her mother and walked, fighting the winds, to the main street of town, a good distance in any weather. “My God,” she recalled, “it was something devastating—and unreal—like the beginning of the world—or the end of it—and I slogged and sloshed, crawled through ditches and hung on to keep going somehow—got drenched and bruised and scratched—completely bedraggled—finally got to where there was a working phone and called Dad. The minute he heard my voice he said, ‘How’s your mother?’— And I said—I mean shouted—the storm was screaming so—‘She’s all right. All right, Dad! But listen, the house—it’s gone—blown away into the sea!’ And he said, ‘I don’t suppose you had brains enough to throw a match into it before it went, did you? It’s insured against fire, but not against blowing away!—and how are you?’ ”


  Upon hearing the news of the disaster the next morning (about 300 dead and 230 missing on southern New England’s coastline), Howard Hughes, who was now in California, sent a rescue plane into the area where the Hepburn cottage had been located. The pilot found Kate surrounded by the devastation of the storm, “undistressed, even gay, as she sifted sand with an army of small boys, hunting for the family silver.”


  The role Kate had most desperately wanted when she left Hollywood had been Scarlett O’Hara in Margaret Mitchell’s Gone With the Wind. Almost no one except Kate thought she was right for it. She had worked with director George Cukor* in four films. Cukor was scheduled to direct David O. Selznick’s† production of Gone With the Wind as soon as Scarlett O’Hara was cast, and both he and Kate had tried to convince Selznick that she would be an admirable Scarlett. Selznick had not wanted to commit himself. A nationwide search for an unknown girl to play the role was in progress, with the kind of press coverage a Hollywood producer dreams about. To cast a familiar face at this stage would have disappointed film audiences. But as Selznick wanted to leave himself as many options as possible, he did not say a final no to Kate.


  Summer passed with no call from Selznick. Hughes, meanwhile, was still talking about filming The Amelia Eyrhart Story. In September, Kate told the New York Herald Tribune, “Motion pictures could be one of our greatest mediums of education today. However, let a movie try to depict situations in which we are all involved now, let a movie try to wake people up to their own plight, let a movie try to present a moral, economic problem of today honestly and simply, and they are advised to hear nothing, say nothing, do nothing.”


  The frank interview was not one that would cause the Hollywood studios to change their minds about her. Nor did the recent release of Holiday (the film she had made just before her departure).* Decades later Holiday would be called “one of the best-acted comedies in cinema annals” and viewed by critics as a classic. In 1938, the wit and nonconformity of the script and the tomboy beauty of Kate as Linda Seton, the heroine of Holiday, were too off-center to be appealing to the general public. Though reviews lauded Kate’s lively and winning performance, her critical success in the film was a pyrrhic victory.


  But why think about Hollywood (“smog patch,” as she often called the place)? The stage was her first true love. Just before the hurricane, Philip Barry† had visited Fenwick. Barry was the author of the play Holiday, in which Kate, years before, had been the understudy to the role she eventually played on the screen. Wealthy, of a good social background, a man of impeccable taste and grooming, Barry had become famous for his portraits of the ultrarich (although most of his plays eschewed strong social themes). He had come to tell Kate about an idea for a new play that he considered ideal for her. His timing could not have been better.


  “Let’s go on the pier and talk about it,” she said, and they walked off in the stiff Atlantic breeze—Kate in her baggy pants and man’s windbreaker, Barry in a finely tailored suit and a silk cravat. The heroine in Barry’s story was a Philadelphia society girl named Tracy Lord, who at the outset is to be married in twenty-four hours to a stuffy Philadelphia blueblood. Not only does the appearance of her ex-husband, also well born but something of a drunk, confuse her, but she finds herself attracted to a reporter from a scandal magazine. Even in the play’s early conception, there were similarities between Katharine Hepburn and Tracy Lord. The fictional character’s voice patterns and language were distinctly Kate’s, as were Tracy Lord’s arrogance and aristocratic aloofness. The Lord family were, like the Hepburns, rugged individuals (although the Lords owed more to George Kaufman and Moss Hart’s Sycamore family in You Can’t Take It with You* than to the Hepburns). Other parallels existed: Kate’s hatred of the press, her demands for privacy, her regard for the artist, her love of swimming and the sea, her dedication to her family and its good name, and—perhaps even more pointedly—her inability to make up her mind to marry. And, of course, Luddy, her exhusband, was a Philadelphia blueblood who had remained close to her family. Perversely unconcerned by these similarities, Kate told Barry to go ahead and work on it. They had more conversations at Barry’s summer house in Maine. For a time, the playwright was working with Kate over his shoulder.


  Howard Hughes offered to finance the new play for her even before he read it. Kate asked her father what he thought, not only of her returning to the stage in The Philadelphia Story but of buying a part interest in the production herself.


  Dr. Hepburn told her, “The most precarious of all investments is a theatrical venture. As your advisor I could never recommend one.” After a moment, he tapped the playscript. “But this one might be it.”


  Kate put up a quarter of the production costs for an equal interest in the stage profits. She also bought the screen rights from Barry, agreeing that a sizable bonus be paid him based on the Broadway run of the play.


  Her personal situation began more and more to imitate the fictional play Philip Barry had written for her, and she had no clearer answer to her predicament than the playright’s heroine had at the end of act one. Hughes was now beginning to insist upon an answer to his proposal of marriage. The press dogged Kate’s every step. And, in January, 1939, Vivien Leigh† was signed for the role of Scarlett O’Hara. In the short hiatus that existed before Kate was to go into rehearsals on The Philadelphia Story, she decided to rebuild Fenwick. With her beloved home once again there to shelter and comfort her, life would not be so confusing.


  At F.A.O. Schwarz, a toy store in New York City, she bought a large set of children’s blocks. Then, in the living room of the Hepburn home in West Hartford, where she had lived as a young woman, she gathered the family on the floor about her and with their help constructed a model of what the new Fenwick would be like. Each Hepburn had a hand in the plans and not always did they agree. One thing, however, was certain. Fenwick would remain the place where Hepburns could come for sustenance and protection, always.


  Footnotes


  
    * Howard Hughes (1905–1976). At eighteen, Hughes inherited a large fortune; at twenty, he began investing in Hollywood films. In 1932, after winning great success with his film Hell’s Angels, Hughes left Hollywood to pursue his love of aviation. In 1935, he broke the world’s speed record in an airplane of his own design. In 1937, he bettered his own mark, and in 1938, he flew around the world in the record-breaking time of a little more than ninety-one hours. This last was during the time of his romance with Katharine Hepburn. In addition to Hell’s Angels. which he also directed, his four major Hollywood films were: The Front Page, Scarface, Bombshell and The Outlaw (also directed).


    * Mother Carey’s Chickens was made and released by R.K.O. in July, 1938, with Anne Shirley in the role originally offered Katharine Hepburn. The film drew good reviews and was moderately successful.


    * Amelia Earhart (1898–1937), first woman to cross the Atlantic by airplane (1928), first woman to make solo flight across the Atlantic (1932), and first person to fly alone from Honolulu to California (1935). In 1937, she attempted with a co-pilot, Frederick J. Noonan, to fly around the world, but her plane was lost on the flight between New Guinea and Howland Island.


    * Grover Whalen (1886–1962) was a man of many and diverse careers. He was at various times general manager of John Wanamaker department store (1924–1934), chairman of Schenley Products (1934–1937), president of the New York World’s Fair (1939–1940) and police commissioner of New York (1928–1930).


    *George Cukor (1899–1983) had directed Katharine Hepburn in her first film, A Bill of Divorcement, as well as in Little Women, Sylvia Scarlett and Holiday. One of the pantheon of Hollywood directors, Cukor was known as a “woman’s director,” and most of his finest films have memorable performances by great women stars, i.e., Greta Garbo, Katharine Hepburn, Joan Crawford, Audrey Hepburn and Judy Garland.


    † David O (liver) Selznick (1902–1965), the son of film magnate Lewis J. Selznick (1870–1933), had produced Katharine Hepburn’s debut film, A Bill of Divorcement, in 1932. Selznick went on to make many film classics—Gone With the Wind, Rebecca, Spellbound and The Third Man among them.


    * Originally titled Free to Live in Great Britain; rereleased as Holiday.


    † Philip Barry (1896–1949), American playwright, best known for The Animal Kingdom, The Philadelphia Story, Without Love and Holiday.


    * You Can’t Take It with You (1936), written by George S. Kaufman (1889–1961) and Moss Hart (1904–1961) won the Pulitzer Prize in 1936.


    † Vivien Leigh (1913–1967) starred in many English films before coming to Hollywood in 1938 and her appearance in Gone With the Wind. While in Hollywood, she married Laurence Olivier. They appeared together in numerous stage productions. Leigh made many films after Gone With the Wind, the most noteworthy probably being A Streetcar Named Desire, for which she won an Academy Award.
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  Katharine Martha Houghton, Katharine Hepburn’s mother, had been orphaned along with her two younger sisters when she was thirteen.* The Houghtons, a rich and socially prominent family, had founded the Corning Glass Works. The girls were assured a certain income and the home and protection of their wealthy uncle, Amory Bigelow Houghton. This meant moving from Buffalo, New York, to Boston, Massachusetts, and to a home very much at odds with their former life. The sisters, with Kit, as Katharine Houghton was known, as their leader, were inseparable renegades, bringing considerable chaos into their uncle’s home.


  Kit grew into a tall, startling, dark-haired beauty, strong willed, haughty, an aristocratic young woman of such independent ideas that she constantly puzzled and shocked her conservative uncle. Kit believed that tradition was numbing, liked nothing better than a good argument on politics (considered a taboo subject for women in the 1890s) and insisted she and her sisters, Edith and Mary, be allowed to fulfill their mother’s wish and attend Bryn Mawr College. At Bryn Mawr, her wild chestnut hair swept up in a high pompadour, her nasal voice strident, Kit presided at a salon in her sitting room and, to her Uncle Amory’s constant agitation, spent far more than her generous allowance. Uncle Amory’s oldest son, Alanson,† had taken his post-graduate courses in Paris before entering the family glass business in Corning, New York, in 1889, and Kit had set him as an example.


  Upon her graduation in June, 1898, she sailed for Paris over Uncle Amory’s strong objection and despite the fact that he refused to advance her the next installment of her allowance (not due for another six months). Determined to see a bit of the world before marriage and children took up her life, she landed in Paris with just ten dollars. A bistro owner near the Gare du Nord rented her clean rooms over his establishment on credit, obviously believing her story that she was from a well-to-do family and that he would be reimbursed.


  Fundless, Kit haunted libraries and museums during the day and spent most of her evenings under the watchful, somewhat paternal eye of the bistro patron. Her French grew fluent and her naïveté worked to protect her. The following January her allowance arrived, and with it an additional sizable check (meant to be used as her return fare) that more than paid up all her debts and allowed her to purchase a first-class train ticket to the Riviera. At Monte Carlo, she won two hundred dollars at the tables and promptly sailed home. Boredom, not homesickness, had suddenly overcome her. She went directly to visit her sister Edith, who was studying medicine at Johns Hopkins University in Baltimore, Maryland.


  Norval Thomas Hepburn was born in 1879 in Hanover County, Virginia, seventeen miles from Richmond near the Civil War battlefield of Cold Harbor, where his father, the Reverend Sewell S. Hepburn, originally from Missouri, had come to be an Episcopal clergyman. Of Scottish descent, the Hepburns could trace their ancestry back to James Hepburn, Earl of Bothwell, third husband of Mary, Queen of Scots. “Torn” Hepburn had graduated from Randolph-Macon College in Ashland, Virginia, and, in 1901 when he met Kit Houghton, was a graduate student at Johns Hopkins Medical School in Baltimore. A big, brawny, red-headed young man with a booming Southern voice that made one think of generals on a field of battle, Tom Hepburn was so much an original that Kit told her sister just after having been introduced to him—“That’s the one!” Edith, being more practical, pointed out that the gentleman didn’t have a penny. “I’d marry him even if I knew it meant I’d die in a year—and go to hell!” Kit replied.


  In June, only a few months after their first meeting, the new Dr. Hepburn (without declaring himself) left for Heidelberg, Germany, as a special exchange scholar in surgery. Letters made their way back and forth across the Atlantic, Kit’s provocative, Tom’s merely informative. After four months had passed, in desperation Kit wrote, “The best thing about our relationship is that whenever one of us marries, it won’t hurt that relationship at all.”


  “How can you say such a thing?” he replied, and added, to her great delight, “If I don’t marry you, I’ll never marry anyone!”


  Uncle Amory was never keen on the idea of a marriage between his niece and Tom Hepburn, the profession of medicine being considered only a mite more respectable than being in trade. True, the Hepburns were a genteel family, but they were not an old rich, influential family. The Reverend Sewell S. Hepburn was a country preacher, and his wife, Selina Lloyd Powell Hepburn, had had to augment their meager income by taking in boarders. Furthermore, their son was radical and too free speaking for his own good. Nonetheless, in 1904, after Kit had earned a master’s degree in art at Radcliffe and Tom had returned from Germany to take up an internship at Hartford Hospital, they were wed, the young doctor thus becoming the hospital’s first married intern. For thirty dollars a month (a good share of his income) they rented one half of a small “ugly” red house opposite the doctors’ entrance of Hartford Hospital. Within a year, their first child, Thomas Houghton Hepburn, was born. The following year, having completed his internship, Tom senior opened an office on High Street for the practice of surgery. The formerly unheard of idea of surgical specialization was considered too radical by the standards of Hartford Hospital. The daring move, therefore, delayed Dr. Hepburn’s appointment to the staff for several years.


  None of this bothered Dr. Hepburn. He believed that if a man spent all his time on surgery, he would become better at it and survive economically by a good reputation that would lead to referrals. His theory proved correct, and when their second child, a girl, named (on Kit’s insistence) Katharine Houghton Hepburn, was born on November 8, 1907, the Hepburns moved to the slightly more affluent address of 133 Hawthorne Street.*


  The story goes that right after her daughter’s birth, Kit—who had hoped for a red-haired child (young Tom had been a brunet)—asked the nurse to “hold her up to the window” so she could see, and then exclaimed, “Yes, it’s red!” Her father called her “Redtop,” the rest of the family, “Kathy.”


  The house on Hawthorne Street was the former home of Charles Dudley Warner,† publisher of The Hartford Courant, who had collaborated with Mark Twain on The Gilded Age. Mrs. Charles Dudley Warner‡ was a fine pianist and a famous hostess, and, to Kit Hepburn’s delight, the house on Hawthorne Street had once been a meeting place for such authors and artists as Samuel Clemens (Mark Twain), William Dean Howells and Thomas Bailey Aldrich, and such performers as Madame Modjeska, the Polish tragedienne, and her famous compatriot—pianist Ignace Paderewski. Warner had written a critically well-received book of essays, My Summer in a Garden, which included descriptions of the two acres that backed 133 Hawthorne Street, a wild, natural garden, “thick with rambler roses, vines and shrubs.” Shaded by one of the eight giant cedars on the property, small Kathy played by the brook that ran through her parents’ land. Because of the peace and sanctity of that tiny part of nature that then formed her world, the child was always to feel most secure with a garden—indeed—a world of her own.


  In the early 1900s, Hartford was a small city served by the New Haven Railroad, two New York steamers and a number of trolley lines. The city had established itself on the solid foundation of three insurance companies, Aetna, Phoenix and Travelers, and was guided by the conservative tradition of the men who ran these companies as well as those who ran Royal and Underwood (typewriters), Pratt & Whitney (machine parts) and Colt (guns). The wives of these businessmen struggled to bring beauty and culture to Hartford. But it could not escape the label of being an industrial city.


  Just south of the Hepburn house on Hawthorne Street were two factories—Hart & Hegeman and the Arrow Electric Company.* Workers brought their lunches in tin boxes or in paper bags. No such thing as a union existed in those days to ensure cafeterias or lunch rooms to factory employees, so the workers sat out on the sidewalks or on the fences to eat. “Mother was outraged,” Katharine Hepburn later recalled. “One day she walked over and told them they were welcome to use our place—the lawns or the porches or anything they wanted . . . you can imagine what happened. They tore the place up—left all their garbage around—broke things, ruined the lawn. Dad said to her, ‘Well, my dear, now you’ve learned something about the difference between having principles and acting on them.’ ”


  The Hepburns at this time were not considered rich by Hartford’s standards. Still, they owned their home, had servants, and were one of the first families in their new neighborhood (which had fallen from its glittering past into middle-classdom) to possess a car. Since young Dr. Hepburn could not have earned enough as a new doctor in private practice to support his current style of living, family money was correctly suspected to be responsible, though something about “Dr. Tom’s” authoritative manner gave the false impression of a Hepburn, rather than a Houghton, inheritance.


  By nature and tradition, the native New Englander of this period was frequently suspicious of strangers and inclined toward clannishness. Yet, along with these characteristics came a great respect for individual opinion. All of these marks of her New England background were inherent in Kit Hepburn’s personality. But, also, as a young girl in Boston, she had viewed daily the relics of the American Revolution that had changed the trend of history. Since she was a rebel at heart, a believer in change, and a woman dedicated to her own emancipation, the role of wife and mother would soon prove too limiting to her.


  Shortly after Kathy’s birth, she attended a suffrage lecture given by Emmeline Pankhurst.* That Dr. Hepburn, seeing his wife bored and restless, had persuaded her to go, gives a good picture of the respect these two people had for each other and the extent of their common interest. Dr. Hepburn was fond of saying that “perhaps all young women should have their children when they’re twelve or thirteen, and then when they’d be rid of them still be young enough to get an education and live their own lives.”


  Mrs. Hepburn was much impressed with the diminutive, dynamic Mrs. Pankhurst (they were later to become good friends). A few days after her attendance at the suffragist meeting, Mrs. Hepburn came to the decision that there had to be more to life than pushing a baby carriage. That evening she told her husband that she wanted to go into the suffragist movement and asked him if he thought it would be a handicap to him. His reply was in the affirmative, but he added, “If I haven’t enough brains to succeed in spite of it, why, we’ll take the penalty.”


  Kit Hepburn went at her new cause with an astounding dedication and ferocity. She marched and carried banners on which Dr. Hepburn had painted for her: EQUALITY FOR WOMEN. She mounted the lectern after Mrs. Pankhurst had moved on to other arenas and carried on the suffragist battle with flaming oratory and fiery enthusiasm. So shocked were Dr. Hepburn’s associates that they spoke to him only in the line of duty. Editorial criticism in The Hartford Courant was vociferous enough that a friend urged Mrs. Hepburn to sue for libel. Kit Houghton Hepburn was unconcerned. “Silly, isn’t it? They must have needed something to print,” she replied.


  Katharine Hepburn was to remember that if, when she was a child, she and her mother met a neighbor, her mother would say good morning and the neighbor “would look right through us as if nobody was there. My mother didn’t mind. She kept on saying good morning the next time and the next. Sooner or later the neighbor could no longer sustain her rudeness. Faced with my mother’s good manners, she’d feel compelled to return my mother’s greeting.”


  Until she was four years old, Kathy was the baby of the family. Following Mrs. Pankhurst’s example, Mrs. Hepburn took Kathy to suffragist meetings and lectures. Seated either on the platform or in the front row, the child listened with awe to her mother’s booming voice as she rallied audiences to her cause, unaware that Mrs. Hepburn’s public appearances at the time of an advanced pregnancy were scandalizing conservative Hartford. The third Hepburn offspring, Richard Houghton Hepburn (he, and all future Hepburns, were to carry their mother’s maiden name), was born in 1911, in the midst of a new campaign his mother was spearheading for the practice of birth control. Six weeks after Richard’s birth, and accompanied by a nurse who held him for her, she took him to her meetings, excusing herself to nurse him at the appropriate times in a fairly private anteroom.


  The growing business of prostitution and the plight of its female victims now occupied Kit Hepburn’s attention, and she became one of the most outspoken women in the campaign to rid Hartford of this vice.


  When Tom junior was six, he developed St. Vitus’s dance, a form of rheumatic fever in which frequent and involuntary movement is accompanied by high temperatures and bouts of confusion and depression. He suffered a noticeable facial tic about which the neighborhood children taunted him. More and more, Kathy and Tom played together, almost to the exclusion of other children. A tutor was brought in to help Tom with his schoolwork and Kathy studied with him as well. The two elder Hepburn children were conspirators in childhood adventures, but Kathy led the way. Because Dr. Hepburn firmly believed that exercise was the sure road to health, Tom junior attempted valiantly to overcome his illness with a rigorous athletic regime. Any small achievement in this area brought him instant approval from his father. But Kathy remained the natural athlete and by the age of eight was an expert wrestler, tumbler, and trapeze performer.


  Athletic equipment littered the house and yard. Dr. Hepburn’s obsession with sports extended to his daughter as well as to her older brother. Every day he led them in calisthenics, taught them wrestling holds (Kathy complained her long hair was a disadvantage) and had them join his male friends in team matches of touch football. Winning was important to Kathy, for it brought the highest praise from her father.


  Mrs. Hepburn, who did not share her husband’s enthusiasm for sports, never joined in these activities. Her objective was to get her children to exercise their minds. Meals became a time for lively debate. The children were expected to discuss the day’s happenings intelligently. Young, eager minds excited Kit Hepburn. She had no patience for slovenly habits or lazy thinking. Not demonstrative outwardly, she bestowed her affection in a manner of pride or approval of what Tom or Kathy did. Being clean won points with her, as did knowing some bit of information that could add to the general interest of a conversation.


  Kathy collected stuffed animals and dolls and privately made up little plays in which they and she were the characters. Dr. Hepburn thought the toys a waste of time and money—a foolish, entertainment. But in this, Kathy refused to submit. Her animals and dolls became her charges, and she protected them fiercely.


  In the next eight years, there were to be three more Houghton Hepburns: Robert (Bob), Marion and Margaret (Peggy). The growing size of her family did not deter Mrs. Hepburn from the militancy of her causes, nor did she recognize anything inconsistent about fighting for birth control while raising a large family. Limited families were obviously meant for the poor or for those women lacking a sense of personal independence. Kathy continued to attend meetings with her mother and to pass out pamphlets at the neighboring factory gates on everything from planned parenthood to venereal disease.


  Freethinkers though they were, both Dr. and Mrs. Hepburn believed naughty or thoughtless children should be spanked. Katharine Hepburn, the woman, was later to recall Kathy, the child, “being cuffed around a good deal” by her father. By nine, she had learned enough about her parents’ reactions not to cry. The spanking stopped, but not Kathy’s outlandish behavior and general bullheadedness. Once when a friend of her mother’s remarked on Kathy’s “frailness,” the child, running at full speed, butted her head into the trunk of a tree to exhibit her strength. Miraculously, she was unhurt.


  Her mother was courageous and dedicated, but her father was an intellectual: “I mean a real intellectual—a thinker—not just a memorizer,” Dr. Hepburn’s “Redtop” later declared. “He was mad about [George] Bernard Shaw—most people in Hartford hadn’t even heard of Shaw—must have been because Dad was such a fan of Shaw’s that he got to read that play by [Eugène] Brieux, Damaged Goods—you know, the one about syphilis that caused such a scandal—and because Dad was a urologist,* the play had a special appeal for him—and he wrote to the Shaws—Mrs. Shaw had translated the play [from the French] and George Bernard Shaw had done the introduction. Dad thought it superb—a great way to get this notion of what to do about it [venereal disease] into the open.”


  Dr. Hepburn requested permission from the Shaws to reprint and distribute the play through the Connecticut Social Hygiene Association, which he had founded. When the Shaws agreed, he drove to Boston to speak with Dr. Charles Eliot, president emeritus of Harvard,† and convinced him to help form the American Social Hygiene Association to fight venereal disease. He brought mounds of statistics and a sheaf of photographs, X rays and personal statements of victims to prove to Dr. Eliot the severity of the problem in America. So eloquent had been his plea, that Dr. Eliot turned down an ambassadorship to Great Britain to become the new association’s president.


  “There are men of action,” Katharine Hepburn said, “and men of thought, and if you ever get a combination of the two—well—that’s the top—you’ve got someone like Dad.”


  Despite Mrs. Hepburn’s work for women’s equality, her rebellious nature, and her dominant personality, the Hepburn household was a classic patriarchy. Dr. Hepburn believed in cold baths, the colder the better, and all the children had to get used to them. Cold baths stimulated the brain and the body and they kept you from getting soft. With a cry of “Here I go!” Kathy, at five, would jump into the filled bathtub of icy water with a splash, laughing and shrieking as she darted up and down in it before she bounced out, streaking nude to the fireplace where her mother would wrap her in a big red Navaho blanket. (“That gave me the impression that the bitterer the medicine, the better it was for you,” Katharine Hepburn later said.)


  Kathy read books that her father recommended, joined in the wrestling and boxing matches he initiated for Tom and the neighbors’ boys, and damn well held her own. Dr. Hepburn’s license plates for his Maxwell were 3405. On snowy days the call would go up from one end of Hawthorne Street to the other, “Here comes 3405!” While the factory workers cheered them on, the neighborhood children (mostly boys) would throw their sled ropes over the Maxwell’s bumper to hook a ride. Dr. Hepburn never slowed the car even when Kathy hooked on for a spin. If a sled was whip-snapped into a ditch or drift, Dr. Hepburn kept right on going.


  One morning when Kathy was about seven, her father opened the door to a policeman. “Sir,” the officer reported, “your little girl is in the top of that tallest cedar. I can see her red hair sticking out above the green.”


  “For heaven’s sake don’t call to her,” Dr. Hepburn scowled. “You might make her fall.” He then shut the door and returned to his reading.


  Footnotes


  
    *Katharine Martha Houghton’s two younger sisters were Edith Houghton (Mrs. Stevens Mason) and the youngest, a half-sister, Mary Houghton,


    † Alanson Bigelow Houghton (1863–1941), vice-president of Corning Glass in 1903, president from 1910 to 1918. He was a member of the House of Representatives from 1919 to 1922; appointed ambassador to Germany on February 10, 1922: and ambassador to Britain from 1925 to 1928.


    * For years Katharine Hepburn’s birthdate was given as November 8, 1909. No birth certificate survives to support this. However, her brother Thomas was born in 1905, and she was listed as two years his junior in all statistics. Therefore, November 8, 1907, would be correct.


    † Charles Dudley Warner (1829–1900) also edited the American Men of Letters series and wrote a life of Washington Irving.


    ‡ Susan Lee Warner (?– 1921) gave frequent local piano recitals and one well-received concert at Carnegie Hall in February, 1911.


    * These companies merged c. 1920–1928 to form Arrow-Hart, an electrical company. This factory still stands close to the location of the Hepburn house.


    * Emmeline Goulden Pankhurst (1858–1928), British woman suffragist, founded her own movement, the Woman’s Social and Political Union, in 1903. Arrested many times for the militant means by which she furthered her cause, she turned her powers of leadership from the suffragist movement to the war effort in 1914. After the war she moved to Canada, returning to England in 1926. She died there two years later while standing for election to Parliament as a Conservative candidate.


    * Dr. Hepburn became a specialist in urological surgery early in his career.


    † Dr. Charles W. Eliot (1834–1924) was also known as an author and wrote numerous books on subjects varying from Educational Reform (1900) to Charles Eliot, Landscape Architect (1903). He was a member of the International Health Board from 1913 to 1917.
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  The Hepburn children were never asked to leave a room no matter what the topic of conversation. Kathy sat in the parlor and listened to Mrs. Pankhurst, Charlotte Perkins Gilman and Emma Goldman—women of radical ideas—in ardent discussions on venereal disease, prostitution and the use of contraceptives, as well as heated political debates and medical specifics of Dr. Hepburn’s cases. Mrs. Hepburn, now president of the Connecticut Women’s Suffrage Association, believed that if you weren’t forthright with your children about sex, they would not confide in you. When Kathy asked her mother about her own birth, Mrs. Hepburn explained it to her “scientifically and specifically.”


  “Oh, then I can have a baby without getting married,” Kathy replied. “That’s what I shall do!”


  Nudism and fake modesty were among the topics the Hepburns discussed often and openly. Their oldest daughter listened to these conversations and thought, “Some day nobody is going to wear any clothes.” What bothered her most was her overabundance of freckles that covered her from head to toe. Fearing that because of them no one would want her, she confessed this worry to her father. “I want to tell you something, Kathy, and you must never forget it,” he replied. “Jesus Christ, Alexander the Great and Leonardo da Vinci all had red hair and freckles, and they did all right.”


  On April 6, 1917, the United States declared war on Germany. The Hepburns were only indirectly affected. They contributed to various committees working for the war effort, bought Liberty Bonds and War Savings Stamps, and Dr. Hepburn gave free time and treatment to returning Hartford war veterans. But Tom was only twelve at the outbreak of war, and it was over long before there would be any chance that he could enlist or be drafted.


  Having long outgrown the house on Hawthorne Street, in 1917, the Hepburn family moved to a larger home at 352 North Laurel Street. Dr. Hepburn had prospered greatly. The Hepburns now had five servants and, in the same year that they moved to Laurel Street, built Fenwick, their rambling wooden summer cottage on the waterfront in Old Saybrook.* At Fenwick, Mrs. Hepburn took a respite from the demands of her various campaigns and her contributions to the war effort and concentrated on her children. The Hepburn house soon became a gathering place for the youth of Old Saybrook. By the end of the first summer at the cottage, Tom junior’s health had improved greatly, and upon his return to West Hartford he was entered into the Kingswood School, which occupied the old Mark Twain House and had been founded by a Mr. Bissell “in the English tradition.”† Dr. Hepburn already spoke of the boy following in his oversized footsteps in medicine.


  Kathy was enrolled in the co-educational Oxford School the next year, 1918, when she was not quite eleven. The school, a gray-shingled house at 232 Oxford Street, was the home of the founder, Miss Mary Martin. By 1918, the small house was crowded with about ninety pupils. The kitchen was used for sewing and cooking classes. Sitting-up exercises were conducted on the porch, the girls wearing skirts to their ankles. Kathy was in awe of Miss Martin, a neat, tightly corseted and full-bosomed woman, with her hair “à la concierge,” but Catherine Watson, the gym teacher, had the greater effect upon her. “Oh she was so very, very pretty,” Katharine Hepburn recalled six decades later, “a soft and gentle face—soft sandy hair—it was long and she did it in a knot and a velvet ribbon she wore about her head. She was medium sized and I literally adored and worshipped her.


  “Why—why Cathy Watson—I don’t know—I just remember that I thought about her and watched her and waited for her and brought her presents. Just love it was—first crush.”


  “I was never a member of the club,” she later confessed. “I never knew what other girls were talking about.” She made few attempts at Oxford School to become part of the social scheme. For companionship, she depended upon Tom and upon the hours she spent in athletic endeavors with her father. With four younger children and the growing importance in her life of her work, Kit Hepburn devoted less time to her oldest daughter. The girl possessed an independent nature and an inquiring mind, which Dr. Hepburn encouraged. The spanking stopped as soon as Kathy had begun to look like a young woman. Still, Dr. Hepburn treated her like one of the boys and she seemed content with this arrangement.


  She bicycled to school: “Niles to Woodland to Asylum to Scarborough then left on Oxford Street.” The next year the school moved to the elegant old Ensworth House on Farmington Avenue, and her bike route changed and she went “straight out Farmington.” She had at last made a few friends, Elsie and Louise Field and Lucy Goodwin, but her relationship with her peers remained unsatisfying and her sense of competition was keen. One Oxford schoolmate, a tall girl, Oisey Taylor, always beat her in the high jump. “I still remember,” she said years later, “yes she beat me—oh my dreams of floating over that bar—but no, she beat me—she just did.” She never could bear losing.


  Behind Ensworth House was a big garage where a Mrs. Godfrey taught a class called “aesthetic dancing,” which Kathy hated. She merely existed from one summer to the next to run barefoot along the waterfront at Fenwick, dive off the pier, and dig for clams. A strong swimmer, she would lead Tom junior two to three miles down the channel from the house. One rough day they were saved from being swept out into the ocean by fisherman William Ingham,* whose shed was nearby. From that day, Ingham’s fish shed became Kathy’s hideaway. Ingham taught her not only how to fish and fillet her catch but also how to row a boat. She talked her father into buying her a small craft, swiftly christened Tiger, which was wrecked that same season in a storm. So determined had Kathy been to save the boat, that she had hung on to the board with the boat’s name painted on it as she gasped her way to shore.


  Theater and films interested her, and she idolized the cowboy star William S. Hart. In order to go to his movies and purchase fan magazines with his photographs in it, she cut lawns and shoveled snow. At eight years of age, she dramatized Uncle Tom’s Cabin, cast it with neighborhood children and presented it in the tiny theater Dr. Hepburn had had built for her in the backyard of the Laurel Street house. “I wouldn’t play Eva because Eva was too good,” she later recalled. “I played Topsy—and as there was a little girl in the neighborhood who I wanted to get even with—I chose her for Eva—as Topsy played all the mean tricks on her.” Another time she said, “I never was willing to watch any other girl being wonderful.”


  At Fenwick with Tom, their friend Robinson Smith (who later became a theater producer), and her two younger brothers, she established a repertory company in the dining room. Fruit boxes, pillows, and miscellaneous furniture were used for props. The group’s prime achievement was their fund-raising presentation of Beauty and the Beast. The plight of the Navaho Indians in New Mexico had long been an object of Mrs. Hepburn’s compassion and she was responsible for bringing Bishop Howden of New Mexico as a guest speaker to a local church in Old Saybrook. The bishop’s description of poverty among the Navahos was so moving that Kathy decided her group should stage a benefit performance. A box-office top of fifty cents was fixed. Kathy played the beast and wore a blue Fauntleroy suit with silver stripes and a donkey’s head. The benefit was a huge success, sixty dollars being collected. To Kathy’s disappointment the Navahos bought themselves a phonograph that had a horn and was the envy of all New Mexico.


  Another effort of the Fenwick Repertory Company was Blue Beard, with Kathy as Blue Beard and Robinson Smith dressed in female attire as the leading lady.


  Tom junior joined Kathy in all her theatrical adventures. He played the banjo, loved to sing, and wrote some songs of his own. A good athlete, by the time he was fifteen he had won his letter on Kingswood School’s football team. Since he was a senior and an honor student with fine scholastic potential, his father was making plans for him to enter Yale as a medical student that next autumn. But in the spring of 1921, with the need to decide his future a pressing issue, Tom junior was not at all sure he wanted a career in medicine, and, despite the combative, freethinking, crusading tradition of the Hepburn household, Dr. Hepburn was not an easy man to sway from a decision.


  On Tuesday, March 29, two days after Easter Sunday, Mrs. Hepburn boarded a train to New York with Tom junior and Kathy. The two older children still had a week left of their Easter school holiday. The three of them were to visit for a few days at the home of Mary Towle, an old Bryn Mawr friend of Kit’s and a successful lawyer. Tom and Kathy (now thirteen) immediately took to the dynamic Miss Towle and loved New York, the theater, the films, the people—so much that they implored Mrs. Hepburn to let them stay on until Sunday morning, although she was returning to Hartford on Thursday. She agreed.


  Brother and sister saw Pavlova dance and explored the Village, Fifth Avenue and Central Park together. Friday night, April 1, they attended a movie at the Selwyn Theater, William Fox’s presentation of A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court, billed as a “faithful picturization of [Mark] Twain’s most popular story. All the laughs, satire—contrast—humor—comedy have been heightened,” the advertisements promised.* On Saturday evening, Tom played his banjo for Mary Towle, Kathy and some of “Aunt Mary’s” young friends, who, without malice, teased the young man about his romanticism. He remained somewhat removed the rest of the evening. The small gathering in Mary Towle’s living room broke up at around ten P.M. Kathy and Tom went directly to their rooms, Kathy’s on the first floor, Tom’s on the floor above. The Hepburn brother and sister were scheduled to leave the next morning, Sunday, April 3, on the train for Hartford. Their bags were packed and Tom had purchased two parlor-car seats.


  The Towle maid had left for church early on Sunday morning. Kathy and her mother’s friend ate breakfast alone. When the dining-room clock struck half past eight, Mary Towle suggested Kathy go up and fetch Tom or they would have a problem making the ten-twenty train from Grand Central to Hartford. Kathy ran up the stairs calling out, “Tom!” No reply was forthcoming and the door to his room was closed.


  “Tom!” Still no reply. She knocked and then pushed the door open. The bed had been slept in, but the room—which was under a pitched part of the roof—appeared to be unoccupied. One curtain was hanging askew, the cotton tieback missing from it. Tom’s good trousers were stretched out flat on a table, but she could not immediately see his suitcase. Where could her brother be? She had passed the one bathroom in the house on her way upstairs and its door had been open. An elongated shadow caught her eye. “Tom?” she called again. She entered to explore further and her shoulder brushed against something heavy hanging in the dark angle between the doorway and the corner of the room. She screamed for help even as she turned to see her brother’s body suspended from a noose made of the curtain tie, which had been placed around a beam in the ceiling. The room was not high and though he had obviously mounted his suitcase, which was on the floor just behind the hanging body, the boy’s knees were drawn up. Yet, his feet almost touched the floor.


  Mary Towle arrived in a matter of moments. Frantically, the woman and girl tried to undo the noose. When this was unsuccessful, Mary Towle ran to call help while Kathy, knowing that her brother was dead, nonetheless grabbed the lower part of his cold, stiff, pajama-clad body and lifted the dead boy as high as she could so that the noose would not pull at his neck. According to the police report, Kathy was still holding him clear of the floor when Dr. Condy of nearby St. Vincent’s Hospital arrived fifteen minutes later. Tom, he said, had been dead about five hours.


  A telegram was dispatched to the Hepburns in Hartford. That night Mrs. Hepburn returned to New York with her husband. Newspaper reporters waited for a statement on Mary Towle’s front steps. “My son was normal in mind and body,” Dr. Hepburn insisted. “The taking of his own life can be accounted for only from a medical point, that he was suddenly afflicted with adolescent insanity.”


  The next day Dr. Hepburn returned to Hartford. Mrs. Hepburn and Kathy stayed behind to take care of the grim details. The body would not be released until a coroner’s report had been filed. Monday morning The New York Times ran the story on page six with the lead: MYSTERY IN SUICIDE OF SURGEON’S SON. The Hartford Courant featured the tragedy on the front page—DR. HEPBURN’S SON, 15, HANGS HIMSELF WHILE VISITING IN NEW YORK—DEAD BODY SWINGING FROM CURTAIN. FOUND BY SISTER IN HOME OF AUNT—DESPONDENCY SUSPECTED. The Hepburns’ united war against the press had begun.


  Kathy became obsessed with the need to absolve her brother from the taint of suicide. Perhaps, too, the questions that remained if Tom had taken his own life were too painful for her to probe. Grasping for an explanation that could label his death an accident, she reminded Dr. Hepburn of a story he had once told her brother and herself.


  During Dr. Hepburn’s undergraduate days at Randolph-Macon, his school was scheduled to compete on home ground against a northern college’s football team. The northern visitors asked if lynchings still occurred. As a prank, some of Dr. Hepburn’s classmates hired a black man who was famous in the area for being able to constrict the muscles of his neck so that he could not be choked. Tom had been intrigued by this story and had experimented with the tightening of his neck muscles, but he gave it up in a few days.


  On Tuesday, after frantic calls back and forth between Kathy, Mrs. Hepburn and Dr. Hepburn, the latter gave
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