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PROLOGUE

OLD SCRAPBOOKS HAVE AN ENTROPY of their own, especially when it comes to newspaper clippings, whose newsprint, often dry as parchment, threatens to crumble at a touch, and whose faded photos (none too well-defined to begin with) seem to be reaching out to contemporary eyes like faint light from an ancient starburst. This old scrapbook, the one under observation, with its worn blue leather cover, has had its contents protected after a fashion with filmy shields of what must have been a new product at the time, cellophane; though after the passage of 112 years, cellophane or no, the unravelings of time have barely been slowed, let alone arrested. Today the columns of print are hazy on the page; the figures in the ancient photographs stare out from their stiff poses (in their now “historical” costumes) as if from a long-vanished country.

The newspaper thus preserved is Hearst’s Chicago Morning American, and the date is November 20, 1902. On this news-filled day—which apparently also provided readers with such stories as “Two Saloons Blown Up, Many Dead”; “College Students March to Protest Vaccinations”; “Remorseless Convict Hanged”; and (not without interest) “40,000 Troops Mass on Canadian Border”—the American’s major story begins on page 1 with a hefty four-column headline, then spreads out inside to cover most of five other pages. The headline (a bit on the wordy side, in the style of the day) reads as follows: “Higinbotham-Patterson Wedding Acme of Elegant Simplicity.” Several subheadlines follow in a similar vein: “Social Event of the Year”; “Rare Taste Displayed”; “Bishop Addresses Throng.” Also on the first page, an artist’s sketch of “The Bride at Church” extends across several columns and down below the fold, causing the report of the Canadian invasion to be cut short. Inside, beginning on page 3, are many related features, long and short, furnishing additional wedding information: Most but not all the bridesmaids wore plumes of mauve feathers; the ceremony was performed at an hour (4:00 p.m.) only lately made fashionable in New York City; the procession of carriages arriving at Grace Church had caused a complete shutdown of Wabash Avenue. Elsewhere there are profiles of the seven ushers (“mostly Yale men with an affiliation to Scroll and Key”); individual portrait photos of each bridesmaid; and a complete list of all six hundred guests—a list heavy with the names of Gilded Age great families of Chicago such as Armour, Swift, Pullman, McCormick, and Field—plus a special section devoted to “Members of the Smart Set of the Eastern Cities” who had traveled west to grace Grace Church with their presence.

As to the principals in this grand event, the bride and groom, they are more than amply celebrated on the broad bleached pages of the Morning American. Alice Higinbotham, the bride, portrayed in numerous photos in addition to the artist’s sketch, invariably described as beautiful, elegant, comely, and of course radiant, with her “dark hair and laughing eyes,” is seemingly already well-known to many Chicagoans as the daughter of Rachel and Harlow Higinbotham—himself the former president of the 1893 Chicago World’s Fair (with its Venetian lagoons, gorillas from Africa, and thrilling Ferris wheel—the fabulous “White City” on the Midway), and before that the shrewd finance executive who led the remarkable retail expansion of Marshall Field & Company.
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On an inside page, in a decorously gossipy feature attributed to “the Bystander,” one of the bridesmaids, Miss Kate Lancaster, recalled the “charming story” of Alice’s adventure, or misadventure, one winter’s night two years before while iceboating on a moonlit Wisconsin lake with “some college fellows.” An unexpected gap in the ice had caused the boat to overturn, spilling eighteen-year-old Alice into the freezing water; although she herself was tiny, weighing next to nothing, her soggy fur coat and boots made it impossible for her companions to pull her out. But little Alice had gamely shouted that she would “hold on and stick it out,” and this she had done for close to twenty minutes in frozen Lake Geneva, until the college men returned with ropes and hauled her to safety, later much praising her for her “pluck and grit.” According to “the Bystander,” this story had almost certainly reached the ears of the future groom (a young man “much drawn to derring-do”), who had spent the better part of the next year “in romantic pursuit” of Alice Higinbotham—literally a pursuit: she being whisked off by her family to view the cherry blossoms in Japan; he contriving to intercept the returning travelers in California—before finally obtaining her and her parents’ consent to an engagement.

A grainy photograph on page 4 shows Joe Patterson surrounded by his seven ushers. He is tall for his time (six feet even; taller than the others, with the exception of his cousin Robert McCormick, who is six feet four), and broad shouldered, doubtless from his years on the Yale crew. On the whole he seems a fine-looking young man, with brownish hair, a wide forehead, and a somewhat indecipherable or indeterminate expression, which might be simple optimism or youthful wariness: hard to tell since the primitive nature of the old engravings doesn’t permit much nuance or show of personality. On that November afternoon in 1902, Patterson is twenty-three years old, barely two years out of college—not so youthful as he would be considered now but none too old either. At the groom’s “farewell dinner,” according to the American, one of the ushers toasted “Joe Pat’s restless energy—or was it energetic restlessness?” Another spoke of his “Rough-Rider spirit,” referring to his unsuccessful attempt to join Col. Teddy Roosevelt’s “Rough Rider” regiment in the summer of his freshman year; alluding also to a subsequent summer spent “rough-necking on a ranch in Wyoming” (during which time he’d apparently befriended another restless young man, the outlaw Butch Cassidy); and one year later to his going even farther afield, across the wide Pacific to China, then in the throes of the Boxer Rebellion. For at the age of twenty Joe Pat had somehow made his way inland, not as far as “the palace of the Manchu Empress in Peking” as the American playfully averred, but nonetheless as far as the fighting at Tientsin, tagging along with a company of U.S. Marines, after which he’d sent back dispatches to Chicago newspapers, notably the American and the Chicago Tribune—the last described as “a publication where the correspondent was not entirely unknown.”

What the Hearst editors saw no need to explain—what most readers of any Chicago newspaper in those days already knew—was that young Joe Patterson was the son of Robert Wilson Patterson, editor of the Chicago Tribune, the most prosperous newspaper in the country; moreover, perhaps of greater local consequence, on his mother’s side he was the grandson of the redoubtable Joseph Medill, founder and owner of the Tribune; early antislavery voice in the Republican Party, one of the original “Lincoln men” in Illinois, and while two years dead still venerated as one of the early titans of Chicago. In other words Joseph Medill Patterson right then is very much a young prince of the city, whether he wishes to be or no; and possibly any ambivalence on his smooth face derives from his somehow knowing this while at the same time not quite knowing what it means.

Finally, after many column inches, the American’s Homeric account of the great wedding concludes with a description of Alice Higinbotham Patterson’s reappearance, at the finale of her parents’ “chrysanthemum-strewn reception,” in her “dark-blue cloth traveling gown and sable-trimmed cloak and hat,” bound with her husband for a brief honeymoon in Thomasville, Georgia, after which, it is reported, the couple will return, not to Chicago but to the state capital in Springfield, where “Mr. Patterson will attend to his new duties in the State legislature.” Today’s reader, peering in from modern times, looks perhaps sentimentally for a photo, portrait, artist’s sketch of the bride and groom in the process of shape-shifting into husband and wife, about to step into the future. But amid this cornucopia of wedding pictures on these old pages, there seems to be none—none at all—showing the two principals actually together in the same frame, as it were.


· 1 ·

IT WOULD LIKELY BE UNFAIR and uncharitable (though maybe temptingly ironic) to suggest that Joe Patterson and Alice Higinbotham’s brilliant wedding represented the high point in their marriage. For one thing, most marriages—even the discordant and implausible ones, even those that in hindsight might seem challenged from the beginning—are surely voyages with many stops and starts, surprises, sideline excursions, and not all of them unpleasing. For instance, years later a middle-aged Joe Patterson recalled for his twenty-six-year-old daughter, Alicia, that on their Georgia honeymoon his young wife had been “good in the hay,” a snippet of information that, among other things, gives some notion of the oddly familiar relationship that came to evolve between father and daughter.

On the other hand, on the subject of that same honeymoon—two young people alone together for the first time, at a resort in the piney woods of Georgia—what the bride mostly remembered (not being one to chat easily with daughters, or anyone else, about “the hay”) was the impatience and disapproval of her new husband. “He liked it that I rode,” she once told her youngest daughter, Josephine, “but he was down on me for not shooting although I just didn’t like to. And he was always scolding me for fussing with my hair and trying to get dressed properly.” More tellingly she could sense that he was already becoming bored with her company. In fact, soon after their return he was writing glumly to his mother to the effect that Alice, “in spite of three years at Miss Porter’s School,” appeared to know little more than “how to read and speak a little in the French language”; indeed, save for “her interest in the decorative arts,” he continued, his new wife knew little “in the way of History or Politics”—a deficiency, he said, he was doing his best to remedy by compiling a reading list for her.

In January of next year, as planned, the Pattersons settled into a modest apartment near the railroad tracks in Springfield, then a town of some forty thousand, embedded in the great, flat downstate prairie, far from the familiar sophistications of Chicago. Alice worked at learning to keep house with the help of a Swedish farm girl, who did most of the heavy lifting in an era of washtubs, laundry lines, and weighty hand irons, to say nothing of the chores and crafts of the kitchen. In her free time she tried to get through her mountain of wedding thank-you letters, and wrote almost daily to her mother, who remained doggedly skeptical of the Swedish girl’s domestic skills. “Inger prepared a fine breakfast for Joe,” Alice declared in one letter, “using fresh eggs obtained from her cousin, although J. was as usual in a great rush to get to his office.” Joe Patterson’s office was a half mile away in the statehouse, where he was just then the youngest member of the Illinois legislature—a Republican assemblyman from Chicago’s Eighth District: a job he’d strenuously campaigned for in the months before his wedding, having come to the conclusion that he could accomplish more in politics than he could as a lowly reporter on the Chicago Tribune in the shadow of his august father.

In the beginning Patterson’s experience of statehouse politics was much to his liking—the noisy, often raucous speechifying of downstate politicos, the slow-motion give-and-take of lengthy sessions, and then afterward the late-hours camaraderie and tavern talk, almost like a Yale fraternity without the Yale men. For much of that spring the legislature was occupied with the heated issue of Chicago street railways; at the time there existed dozens and dozens of small, mostly inefficient trolley car operators, and inevitably there were the usual forces wishing to consolidate them. Patterson instinctively regarded himself as a man of the people, and soon devoted much energy and many words trying to push forward a populist agenda. But which was the populist agenda? The one favoring small operators? Or the one backing municipal consolidators? Legislative sessions grew noisier and then violent. Fistfights often broke out on the floor. Joe himself was named in a newspaper account for throwing an inkwell at the Speaker, an accusation he accepted noncommitally if not cheerfully, which horrified his wife. “Of course I like him to be working hard,” she wrote her mother, “but not so lathered up, and not letting his good name be trampled in the mud.” But in the end the great street-railway debate led to one of those typical legislative compromises, which didn’t do much to change Chicago transportation one way or the other, but which put Joe Patterson on what he thought to be the wrong side of the fight and sent him back to Chicago, for the time being disillusioned with politics and thankful to have a desk he could return to at the Tribune. By then, too, Alice was pregnant with what her husband felt certain would be their first boy: his son and heir. Not all men in those days placed sons at such a premium, but many did, and certainly Joseph Patterson was one of them.
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By the time Alice was ready to have her baby, she and Patterson were living on Stratford Place in Chicago, another rental on the not entirely acceptable North Side; which was one among several reasons she moved back into her parents’ huge mansion on Prairie Avenue for her accouchement, as proper people called it, a female ritual best managed in the comforts and cleanliness of a well-appointed home (as opposed to the unsanitary conditions prevalent in most hospitals). Here the Higinbothams’ family physician was in attendance, maids were everywhere, and a young German wet nurse waited in a room down the hall to breast-feed the newborn. In due course, and without notable trauma to Alice, who had the benefit of chloroform, a fine baby girl was produced—in fact, more than fine, everyone agreed: a beautiful, quite perfect little creature. Even Joe Patterson, summoned from his office at the Tribune, doubtless surprised himself a little at his gruff satisfaction with the lovely little female, who was instantly named after his mother: Elinor Medill Patterson.

Indeed, she would remain remarkably beautiful for most of her long life (and in that one respect at least prove a tough act to follow); although as Joe soon wrote his mother, he was now more confident than ever that their next child would be a boy.


· 2 ·

GIVEN THAT JOE PATTERSON was now a father, a family man, there were those—with Alice Patterson surely at the head of the pack—who rather hoped, even assumed, that he might take this opportunity (under his nose, so to speak) as a signal to buckle down after that first false start in Springfield and settle in at the Tribune. His job was on the editorial board, surely a nice level for a young man to begin his employment, and one with the potential for providing a public platform that greatly appealed to him, given his growing interest in populist matters. The Tribune, of course, was not merely Chicago’s leading Republican newspaper (with its editor, Robert Patterson, consequently a major force in the Republican Party) but for decades it had been speaking to and for the so-called sound business interests of the city. Nationally it was considered a topflight paper, employing talented reporters and editors; it had been a pioneer in publishing well-regarded cultural coverage on art and architecture, books, and music; it was also excellent on sports. But one thing it wasn’t, and had never been, was a journal for the masses. Accordingly Joe Patterson’s decision as a junior editorial writer to embrace not only the city’s new Democratic mayor, but also the mayor’s push for city ownership of those blessed street railways, meant that from the start he was in constant conflict, first with his immediate boss, James Keeley, who steadfastly declined to print his editorial submissions, and farther up the line, inevitably, with Keeley’s boss, his own father, an increasingly aloof and taciturn figure whom he rarely saw except at a distance, and who in due course turned out to be having plenty of his own problems.

It’s worth noting that Joe Patterson wasn’t wrong about the city and its evolving demographics; with the middle class expanding more rapidly than the Tribune elders seemed aware of, with the lower classes becoming steadily better educated and more literate, and with neither group deserving of being abandoned to Hearst. He was also mainly right, as he would often turn out to be, in his intuitions about, and empathy for, ordinary people. But while capable of forward and imaginative thinking, he could also be obstinate and stubbornly righteous in that off-putting way of true believers, stirring up a frothy mix of well-meaning impulse and quick-study certitude, which sometimes played out to those around him as visionary charm, though at other times more like restless instability.

It also probably didn’t help matters much that, more or less offstage, Patterson’s parents’ own marriage was fast sliding downhill, in a mostly buttoned-up Gilded Age version of marital dysfunction. His father, Robert, by nature grave, hardworking, and undemonstrative (himself the son of another lately deceased Chicago great man: the charismatic Presbyterian preacher Rev. Robert Patterson), had been trying hard to steer the Tribune into the new century without provoking the wrath of Joe Medill’s ghost or the incessant, clumsy interferences of his wife, Nellie, who with her sister, Kate McCormick, was a cotrustee of the powerful Tribune Trust: interferences lately transmitted mostly by telegram, because soon after Joseph Medill’s death she had by and large decamped to Washington, D.C., where on fashionable Dupont Circle she had decreed a mighty pleasure dome (in fact, a twenty-eight-room mansion) to be built by Stanford White, furnished in the grand manner, and intended to at least rival the mansion already erected down the street by her sister, where such bellwethers of Eastern society as Mr. Henry James, Jr., and Mr. and Mrs. Henry Adams had reportedly taken tea. This left Robert Patterson not so much free as duty bound to run the Tribune, by his own choice bleakly domiciled in a hotel room near Chicago’s Loop, where he had the bellboys bring him occasional corned-beef sandwiches from a tavern across the street, also more than occasional pints of bourbon whiskey, which he unfortunately preferred to tea.


· 3 ·

BY EARLY 1904 Joe Patterson had taken the hint—surely numerous hints—from senior Tribune editors as to his slim chances of slipping even modestly progressive editorials into the paper. But instead of entirely backing off (as Alice begged him to do, once reminding him to “think about which side your bread is buttered on”), he only shifted tactics, now devoting his energy to producing a less overtly political and more or less consumerist supplement for the Sunday edition, which he was allowed to title the “Workingman’s Magazine”—a four-page insert featuring information and advice for white-collar office workers on such topics as “travelling tips” and “business opportunities”—which was generally well received by readers though scarcely noticed by those on high.

Then in March came a frantic summons from his mother for him to come immediately to Washington—alone, sans Alice; this was specified—to help out with a new family crisis: the wedding of his younger sister, Cissy Medill Patterson, nineteen years old, with flaming red hair, porcelain-white skin, a piquant slightly upturned nose, and the air and manner (which would stay with her all her life, for better or worse) of the proverbial “wild child.” As an older brother Joe was fond of Cissy and she of him, though neither had much in common beside the bond of siblings in a family of disordered grownups. Most emphatically she was neither populist nor progressive, nor for that matter much of anything just then beyond determined to be married to a Polish-Russian nobleman by the name of Count Josef “Gigy” Gizycki, more than twenty years her senior, handsome in the then-approved international style of brushed-back hair and waxed mustache, certifiably aristocratic with a castle in eastern Poland, many acres, peasants, horses, debts—and alas very little money—and on the whole with a persona, as one might call it, that seemed fairly to shout a warning to willful nineteen-year-old American heiresses. But Cissy was intent on becoming Countess Gizycka, and had already provoked a first crisis by making a press announcement of her own engagement. The second crisis, following rapidly from the first (and thereby causing Joe’s summons to Washington), stemmed from what might be called a contractual disagreement between the principals, which is to say between the dashing, impecunious Gigy, who expected to be paid for his services—and paid rather well—and Cissy’s parents, notably her father, the morose, moralistic Robert Patterson, who took the position that upstanding Americans neither wished to sell their daughters nor for that matter wanted to buy a son-in-law, even one with an impressively unpronounceable title.
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By the time Joe arrived in Washington on the morning of March 4, entering the marbled splendor of 15 Dupont Circle with a valise in one hand and a copy of the “Workingman’s Magazine” in the other (in the hope that his father might finally consent to read it), the Patterson-Gizycki nuptials were in ever-more-serious disarray. The bride was locked in her room upstairs, threatening suicide should the wedding not take place. Somewhere downstairs Nellie Patterson was attempting to placate a Roman Catholic bishop and a trio of priests who had been hastily enlisted, first to consecrate the vast secular edifice by sprinkling holy water about the premises, then to perform the ceremony—a liturgical compromise presumably between the Pattersons’ stern Protestantism and the count’s smoky Russian Orthodoxy. The father of the bride, perhaps understandably, was nowhere to be seen. The putative bridegroom himself was reported to be defiantly incommunicado a mile or so distant, behind the walls of the Russian Embassy.

Much against his will, or at least his commonsense impulses, Joe was persuaded by his mother (who seemed to have evolved a rather more flexible attitude to dowries than her husband) to take a hansom cab over to the czar’s embassy and there try to arrange a compromise with the haughty Gizycki. This too turned out to be more easily said than done. Joe Patterson, a Yale man and prince of Chicago, was accustomed to a certain high level of American sophistication and behavior. But with Count Gigy and the other Russian aristocrats gathered around him at the embassy, he quickly found himself out of his league. When Patterson showed up in the embassy billiard room, Gigy just laughed at him, and not a kindly laugh either; and when Joe, repeating the family line, told the count that in America they did things differently, Gigy snidely replied to the effect that that was why America was so provincial, so uncultivated, and so on. In the end, for better or worse, an understanding was achieved, which is to say the Pattersons gave in: A “distribution” to Count Gizycki of so many dollars was agreed on, payable in such-and-such a way, according to such-and-such a schedule. Whereupon the wedding took place. The Catholic bishop, assisted by the trio of priests, united the unlikely couple in Holy Roman matrimony; flowers, champagne, and even a wedding cake were produced. However this was still not the end of the drama, for the groom was expecting not merely the promise of future dollars but an actual here-and-now check, a down payment, so to speak. This in turn was the last straw for Robert Patterson, citizen of Chicago and the Middle West, plainspoken son of the Great Presbyterian. He wouldn’t write one; not then, not there. And so, while the new countess was upstairs changing into her traveling clothes, the newly married count turned on his heels and left for Union Station by himself, declaring that he would travel back to Europe without her. As it happened, Nellie Patterson (who already enjoyed being the mother of a countess) had a checkbook handy of her own, with an ample balance. She soon wrote out a check for ten thousand dollars, and once more prevailed on Joe to take another hurry-up hansom cab, this time to the train station, bringing with him both the check and his sister. Which he did, handing both over to his infuriating new brother-in-law and even staying around long enough to wave a sentimental American good-bye to the departing couple.

—

IT SHOULDN’T COME as much of a surprise that Countess Cissy’s marriage eventually ended no better than it began; rather worse, in fact, seeing that by then there was a child involved. But that, as they say, is another story for another time. Meanwhile, let us hold for a moment on Joe Patterson, now in his second-class carriage on a Baltimore & Ohio train, heading back to Chicago. As one of those young men (and surely he is still young, though fast growing older) who stoutly claimed how he always liked to learn from his experiences—well, a biographer might unprofessionally wonder what might he have lately learned? That his father’s patriarchal posture was something of a mask, that he can’t even protect himself; that his mother, another character better suited to the stage, is too tightly sewn into her own costume to be of much use to anyone else; that his sister is at once spoiled, beloved, and incorrigible; and that fancy-pants Europeans are no better than one would expect, besides being snootily unreliable witnesses to the American life he cherishes? But possibly he has known much of this already. As the train travels westward into the Pennsylvania twilight, does he stare out the grimy window? Does he read? Read what? Keep in mind, moreover, that he is not really the hero of this narrative, not the key player. In any case the key player is a she, has not been born yet, has not even been thought of, in the way such things are thought of. In the meantime he is here in this story, one might say, to provide context, a kind of ballast. And we also know this about him, because years later, so many years later, his wife (now a grandmother) remembered it: that in his suitcase, which his mother herself had packed, beneath some shirts and whatnot, still perfectly folded, clean, and crisp, lay the same copy of the “Workingman’s Journal” he had brought down and presented to his father, who had returned it to him, obivously still unread.


· 4 ·

WHAT SEEMS TRUE of many warring couples, even those who don’t know or won’t admit they’re at war, is how firmly convinced each of the parties remains of his or her own reasonableness; and more and more this became the case with Joe and Alice Patterson. She, all too recently Alice Higinbotham, raised in the sober calm of the Higinbotham household, wherein father, mother, children moved in Newtonian predictability across the domestic universe, on the whole assumed that everyone—at least everyone at a proper social level—observed similar laws of motion. Why wouldn’t they? Why wouldn’t her husband, for instance, be altogether pleased to work in a successful family business, and work hard too, responsibly, in an effort to impress his superiors and gain advancement, and then come home at a decent hour to attend to his wife and child? At the same time Patterson, who had been sent off to boarding school at eight, raised neither by wolves nor exactly by himself, as he traveled through Groton, Yale, and the corridors of his grandfather’s large, empty house, could see no reason why a man—a man such as he—shouldn’t chart his own course, try to do some good in the world, make his mark while making things better. What could be more sensible than that?

As has been noted, Joe Patterson’s choice of a platform from which to improve the imperfect city around him—the city’s leading conservative newspaper—was a choice unlikely to bring satisfactory results. His editorial ideas continued to be disregarded; next his already small “Workingman’s Journal” was cut down to two pages and then discontinued. At which point Patterson’s response, which might be ascribed to either youthful audacity or sheer bullheadedness, was in effect to double down on his mission of converting the family newspaper to progressive politics. He proposed to the editorial board (whose invisible chief was of course his father) that the Tribune promptly and strongly endorse the new “People’s Candidate,” Democrat George Dunne, in the upcoming mayoralty election; and when the editorial board pointedly declined, Patterson stalked out of the building, leaving behind him a curt message of resignation (a copy of which he walked over and left at the offices of Hearst’s American), and then offered his own services to candidate Dunne.

After Dunne was elected (by a wide majority) he appointed Joe Patterson his commissioner of public works. Unsurprisingly this new political period posed new challenges to the Pattersons’ strained domestic life. Joe’s loud and queenly mother and Alice’s quiet and not-at-all queenly mother both weighed in with admonitions and concern. For her part Alice was trying hard, after her fashion, to be a stand-by-your-man wife. True, she didn’t often understand Joe’s big ideas, but as a woman of her time she harbored no big ideas herself and thought that a man who did would be bound to amount to something. “Like you, I do sometimes worry about Joe,” she wrote Nellie Patterson, “but I know his heart is in the right place.” What neither she nor either mother nor certainly Robert Patterson expected was that Joe’s first official decision as commissioner of public works would be to enforce a hitherto minor and recondite public ordinance against both the Tribune and its chief advertiser, Marshall Field & Co.

The regulation in question had to do with allowable storage space below sidewalk level, and until then was something few people had known or cared about. But the areas involved also happened to constitute crucial warehousing space for both the Tribune and Field’s department store: taxable square footage, proclaimed the new public works commissioner, on which city taxes had gone unpaid for years. As can be imagined, rival papers (notably Hearst’s) provided enthusiastic and ample coverage of the crusading efforts by the new commissioner, and of course the “People’s Mayor, “ to recover the several hundred dollars in scandalously withheld taxes from the two establishment delinquents. The issue, such as it was, buzzed along in the public consciousness for almost two months until the other papers lost interest, and then the lawyers took over and the matter once again disappeared from view. But among those close to Joe Patterson, there was not one of them, save perhaps for pretty little Elinor, who didn’t begin to worry that Joe Medill’s grandson (and likely inheritor of a substantial piece of the Tribune pie) might be burning bridges that he would later need to cross.

Nellie Medill Patterson’s all-purpose answer to many of the problems and puzzlements of marital life—to those tiresome “situations,” as people spoke of them in those preanalytic days—was one she had learned from her parents and shared with her contemporaries. It was to “go abroad,” which inevitably meant Europe in a general sense, though more specifically England and France: the mother ships of empire, those lodestones of culture and shopping, with their great imposing, civilizing capitals of London and Paris. Thus, she proposed directly to Alice, and indirectly to her erratically behaving son, a mother-financed holiday across the Atlantic, with the unspoken hope that the proverbial “change of air” might bring a calming and who knows a romantic effect on the alienated young couple.

Alice was thrilled; at seventeen she had spent six months at a finishing school at Versailles and sometimes remarked wistfully that she wished she had been born French. As a boy Joe had been on several excursions to Europe with his parents and liked the place well enough, though now as a grown man, with things to do and people to see, he declined the offer. Besides, hadn’t anybody noticed that he was Chicago’s commissioner of public works? But almost immediately his new political career began running into gusty headwinds. Apparently the serious men of the city had been having quiet talks with Mayor Dunne, with the result that the “People’s Mayor” was now having second thoughts about some of his more progressive initiatives, perhaps especially those lately trumpeted by his young public works commissioner. In other words, far from it being a poor idea to take some weeks off from reforming Chicago, it now seemed a fortuitous and timely move. Thus, on September 7, Patterson, Alice, and little Elinor embarked on the Caronia, one of the older White Star steamships, for the seven-day crossing to Southampton.
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LONDON IN EARLY AUTUMN 1905 was as impressive as its postcards suggested, which Alice Patterson, seated in the writing room of the Hyde Park Hotel, inscribed in quantity and sent back to Prairie Avenue and nearby addresses. Although Queen Victoria had finally died, her stout, jovial, tirelessly lascivious son, the perennially incumbent “Prince Eddie,” now ruled as Edward VII over an empire at its apogee of power, economic prosperity, and geographical reach. As did many of his own countrymen, Patterson accepted more or less as a fact of life the size, the heft, the sheer theatrical mass of the British Empire. But no longer a Groton schoolboy cheerfully bellowing Anglican hymns, and spending more time in the classroom studying British instead of American history, lately he had come to find the well-bred arrogance of the English, with their ruling-class attitudes and general stuck-upness, almost as oppressive as the czarist aristocracy. As a husbandly tourist he dutifully traipsed around the city with Alice, but his thoughts seemed elsewhere (“Spent the afternoon with J at the National Gallery but suddenly he vanished and was back at the hotel,” she wrote to Nellie, who was herself in Vienna at the time). They took little Elinor to feed the ducks on the Serpentine. One night they went to the D’Oyly Carte Theatre and watched The Mikado, where he embarrassed Alice (as she wrote her sister) by complaining, “not as quietly as he might have thought,” about “the habit of British condescension to the Asiatic races.”

Matters were not much better after they crossed the Channel and made their way to Paris. He left Alice even more on her own, drifting along the rue Saint-Honoré, looking for chemises and lacework, dropping in on the Luxembourg Gardens to check on Elinor with her mam’selle. Joe seemed not only restless but had become interested to the point of preoccupation with ongoing events in Russia: the six-month-old revolution of 1905, which had been back in the news as students and other revolutionaries mounted renewed protests against the czarist regime. He disappeared for hours to the American Reading Room nearby the embassy, also to the Tribune’s little office on the rue du Louvre. Then seemingly on the spur of the moment, as Alice plaintively described it to her mother-in-law, he packed his “old valise with shirts that should have been with the laundress” and took the night train to St. Petersburg.

Once there he found what apparently he had been looking for: conflict, danger, a battle between elemental opposites. For the better part of a week, he made his way around the unstable city, with its many youthful dead and green-uniformed, saber-wielding czarist cavalry patrolling the streets. He managed interviews with student revolutionaries, as well as with the newly emerging liberal and socialist politicians who were trying vainly to achieve even a modest level of constitutional reform. In all he produced five creditable articles, a mixture of on-the-spot reporting, interviews, and political analysis, which he arranged to have smuggled out in the U.S. Embassy’s diplomatic pouch (safe from Russian censors), and which were published in the Tribune under the pseudonym “David Macbeth.” Temporarily pleased with himself, he returned to Paris, where Nellie had shown up to take Alice and the baby under her distracted protection, and where Alice, bewildered and angry as she had been at his sudden bolting, now claimed she was glad to have him back.
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BY FEBRUARY 1906 Alice Patterson suspected—more or less knew—that she was carrying another child, almost certainly a baby brother for Elinor, and it’s hard to tell when she passed the news on to her husband, whether right away or just as likely not so immediately. Two months earlier, when Patterson had returned from Europe to resume his duties as public works commissioner, he’d found his relations with Mayor Dunne even more strained than before. Earlier he’d somehow assumed that Dunne’s retreat from reform was only a tactical maneuver, a temporary change of plan, and that he would soon resume the offensive against Chicago’s establishment malefactors, and with his righteous commissioner once again at his side. But the offensive was never resumed. Worse still, Dunne summoned Patterson to his chambers and told him directly, and even heatedly, that from now on he should stop working and speaking against the “sound business interests” of the city, and by inference that he should none too slowly align himself with those same interests—the business leaders who paid most of the city’s bills, which of course included the Tribune.

Patterson’s response was twofold. For a while he stayed at his job, signing forms, inspecting sites, “doing nothing,” as he told his wife—although not exactly nothing, as she well knew. For after office hours, and sometimes instead of returning to the office after lunch, he had started dropping in at the new Socialist Club on State Street, where he began reading Marx, Veblen, and various of the proliferating socialist publications, in the process hanging out with the new political class, as well as doing more than his share of drinking. As the journalist Burton Rascoe later wrote of Patterson in those days: “Young Joe Patterson was all brains, brawn and pep, and tried hard to prove that being brought up wealthy hadn’t made him soft. He’d walk into a rough saloon like Hinky Dink’s and pick a fight with one of the tougher mugs—and of course the other tough mugs would all knock him about and pitch him onto the sidewalk. But he felt he’d made his point.” In April he officially quit his job and resigned from Dunne’s administration, but not without first sending off a pugnacious public letter to the mayor: “You of all people know how many of our laws are obsolete and ridiculous. When Capital says it offers equal opportunity, you know that is a lie. And you also know that any efforts that stop short of Socialism are no better than skin-deep measures.”
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It was troublesome enough that Joe Patterson had taken a potshot at Chicago’s mayor in the city newspapers, especially in competing papers such as Hearst’s American, which took obvious delight in running with the story. But next, when approached by a Hearst reporter looking for a follow-up, young Patterson more than obliged, unleashing a tirade on an even broader front. “By what right does Mr. Rockefeller enjoy a monopoly on the oil that God put in the ground?” he declared in full voice. “By what right does Mr. Vanderbilt own all those railroads, employing so many thousands of workers, when in fact it’s those workers who support and carry Vanderbilt, and all wealthy capitalists, on their shoulders?” And then, as if tiring of attacking others, he attacked himself: “Consider my own undeserved good fortune. I can go to the theater or opera any time I like, and sit in the best of seats, but only because my grandfather worked hard for sixty years and left us money.” And: “I own two horses, and have a groom to take care of them, and yet he has to touch his cap to me and call me Sir, despite his being a better horseman than I am, all because he was born poor.”

Twenty-six-year-old Patterson’s seemingly sudden and all-too-public transformation into a class warrior finally got the attention of his father. Prodded into action by his wife, Nellie (who almost certainly had been sharply elbowed on the subject by Kate McCormick, her older sister and Tribune cotrustee), Robert Patterson initially played the part of the bemused-though-tolerant parent. “Don’t worry about Joe,” he amiably told a gathering of reporters. “He’s all right. He just needs to feel his way around for a while. Young fellows like him have to sow their wild oats. Besides, if all sons thought just like their fathers we should still be in the land of Abraham.” Then, on his way out, he added, “I don’t mind telling you boys, I think Socialism is one of the wildest fanaticisms of the age,” which provoked a burst of sympathetic laughter from the crowd. However, such was the nearly scandalous nature of the story, especially in the context of Chicago’s rule-bound, moralistic establishment, that reporters even sought out Alice Patterson at home, to ask her for a statement about her rebellious husband. Pale and visibly pregnant, she met them at the door, with one reporter describing her as “the most daintily incongruous ideal of a Socialist one could imagine,” while another wrote of “her delicate face and violet eyes, the lady looking like a butterfly poised for flight rather than the wife of one of the city’s most talked-about Socialists.” Loyally the lady declared: “I don’t know much about Socialism but I am sure of one thing. Whatever my husband is, then so am I. If he is a Socialist, I suppose I am one too.” After which she added: “He tried so hard as Commissioner but nobody appreciated his sincerity and effort, and then he received not one word of thanks from anyone in the city. Now he is worn out and exhausted and I hope he will rest for a long time.”

Instead of resting, or for that matter spending any more time at home than he had to, Patterson only accelerated his political activities. In the process he went back to journalism, though not to the Tribune. In May, to the consternation of his wife and parents, he became editor of the Daily Socialist, a Chicago-based, blue-collar workingman’s journal that at the time was one of the leading advocates for the national political ambitions of former labor agitator Eugene V. Debs. Moreover, it was widely reported that not only would Debs be giving the principal speech at a Sons of Labor July 4 picnic outside Milwaukee, but that one of the preliminary speakers would be a new convert, Joseph Medill Patterson. On the day appointed, warm and sunny, with a large crowd already milling about in the open field where a makeshift platform had been constructed by Sons of Labor carpenters, and around which Joe Patterson was happily consorting in the company of such prominent socialists as Carl Sandburg, Emma Goldman, and the notorious Debs himself, all of a sudden he received a tap on the shoulder by a special messenger from the Chicago Tribune. Alice Patterson, it seemed, had unexpectedly and dangerously gone into early labor, for which she was receiving urgent medical attention. Patterson rushed home immediately, distraught and guilty at having pushed things so far, only to find on his arrival a situation by all appearances far from dire. He ran into the family doctor taking his leave, who seemed as blandly affable as always, pronouncing the patient healthy, with everything normal save for the usual discomforts. Upstairs he found his wife in bed but crocheting, also to his surprise his mother, both of them with the look of coconspirators, pretending astonishment at seeing him home so early, and of course regrets at his having to miss his moment at the socialist rally, both of them equally bad dissemblers.

If Joseph Patterson was already reluctant (or, some might argue, too restless, innately distracted, or self-involved) to let himself become conventionally domesticated, then his being so clumsily tricked into leaving the July 4 socialist picnic, and before delivering the speech he had put much work into, was almost guaranteed to turn an already disaffected husband into an even looser cannon. Since he could no longer deliver his speech at its intended venue, instead he published it at greater length in the Daily Socialist; and such was its singularly provocative nature that the little newspaper, struggling along with a modest blue-collar circulation, soon began receiving requests for thousands of reprints. “I have not done a particle of productive work, or have added one jot of wealth to the larger community,” Patterson’s statement began, with its odd, arresting mingling of autobiographical mea culpa and upside-down grandiosity. “For I am a member of the Capitalist class, the slave-owning class of the Twentieth Century. The rest of you have served me all my life and unless you wake up to the situation you will continue to do so; and when I am dead you will construct a handsome marble headstone over my head to keep me down.”

One immediate result of Patterson’s new notoriety was an invitation from the Saturday Evening Post, an important, mainstream national magazine, to expand his piece for wider publication. This he did, and now titled “Confessions of a Drone” (“drone” was a contemporary synonym for a do-nothing social parasite), it appeared in subscribers’ mailboxes across the country to even greater effect, earning its author the sobriquet the “Renegade Heir,” and thus infuriating his parents even more, also worrying his wife, who was far along in her pregnancy and not looking for more trouble. After the Saturday Evening Post piece came more magazine offers. In Collier’s Weekly for a second time he challenged Marshall Field & Company, or more precisely the Field family, on the subject of a recently probated will that showed a failure to pay income taxes. What people at the time called muckraking (and what we now call investigative reporting) was fast becoming popular, and other things being equal, Joe Patterson might have continued in this vein, in the tradition of such journalistic battlers of the era as Frank Norris and Ida Tarbell. But other things are rarely equal, or remain equal for long. On October 16 Alice Patterson finally went into labor, once again in her parents’ large, safe, stable household, and once again with a minimum of duress was delivered of a daughter.
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AT LONG LAST the subject of our story has made her appearance, in that upstairs bedroom in the grand Higinbotham mansion on Michigan Avenue. Her name was, or soon would be, Alicia Patterson; that is to say her Patterson surname was clear from the start, although it revealed a certain lack of acclamation at her debut—one might even call it an atmosphere of downright letdown—that her birth certificate stayed incomplete for many years: “Female Child Patterson.” As Alicia years afterward characterized the moment: “No bells rang at my arrival.” Few would have disagreed; indeed, some recollections go so far as to describe the disappointed father thudding down the Higinbotham stairs, then slamming the front door on his way out of the house. Or was it only out of his wife’s birthing room? Or possibly out of all the doors and all the rooms? Again in Alicia’s later words: “Father had much wanted a boy.”

Fortunately Patterson’s bark was usually (which is not the same as always) worse than his bite. Granted, the new baby was not as compellingly adorable as Elinor, not a showcase, demonstration-level beautiful baby. But it was a healthy kid, however unremarkable, with the right number of fingers and toes, despite of course all too evidently not being a boy. And soon enough Patterson was on companionable terms with the new arrival, referring to her affectionately and a bit abstractly as “Baby”; who in any case, in keeping with the practices of the time, was rarely visible, being nursed offstage, though not by Alice but by a wet nurse hired for the occasion, a young German girl with a baby of her own at home.
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Besides, Patterson’s thoughts as usual were elsewhere. He was still committed to socialism and continued to edit and write for the Daily Socialist. But he had lately shifted, or rather expanded, his perspective on social justice from urban politics to agrarian reform. In this he was a disciple of sorts of Count Leo Tolstoy, the great Russian novelist, who had startled many in his country, beginning with his own family, by leading an idealistic back-to-the-land movement, freeing his two hundred serfs, and trying to institute modern farming methods on his large estate. Patterson himself had no serfs to free, and no estate, large or small, but with Alicia barely three months old, and with Alice and Elinor in tow, plus two domestics and the prospect of hiring another wet nurse from a local farm, he moved his family eighty miles north of Chicago to Madison, Wisconsin. There he installed them in a rented cottage, not far from the campus of the Wisconsin State Agricultural School, in which he had enthusiastically enrolled, so as to learn something about progressive agriculture while he looked around for a farm to buy.

It was there in March 1907 that a reporter from World magazine braved the snow-covered fields outside Madison to interview “Chicago’s former golden society couple.” In his piece he described Patterson as “handsome, all bone and muscle, now wanting to lead an honest life by learning to plough and furrow, milk a cow.” Mrs. Patterson told him that “each day she walks a mile and back along the railroad tracks to the provision store,” while their cottage was portrayed as “no more or less than any dairyman might afford, shared by two pretty children, a charming wife and only two servants.” The novice agriculturist was apparently “reluctant to be interviewed until the subject turned to Socialism, at which point his dark brown eyes lit up”; whereupon he told the reporter that he had “sold his automobile and in a general fashion turned his back on Society,” setting himself a goal for the future of “providing high-class dairy products to the sick and ailing.”

By midsummer, with the Wisconsin landscape suffocating in heat instead of buried by snow, Alice Patterson was more than ready to return to Chicago and civilization. She thought she had an ally in her mother-in-law on Dupont Circle, with whom she corresponded on a regular basis. “Joe does mean so well,” she wrote in one letter, “and he is so much healthier away from certain temptations. But I worry that out here he is too far removed from things that matter to him.” Nellie, however, while perfectly willing to take a few swats at her rebellious son (“I do get so angry at him, and he is so bland and rude to me at times”) doesn’t rise to the bait. “True, he is exasperating, turbulent, willful, stubborn,” she writes to Alice, “but who is to say he has not a touch of genius? Besides, I think he never did a mean, dishonorable thing in his life. I am satisfied with him.” And then, to demonstrate her satisfaction, she takes for her the rare step of loosening her purse strings and advances Joe the necessary funds for him to buy and improve a farm in Illinois he’s had his eye on.

—

THE PROPERTY was a three-hundred-acre farm in Libertyville, Illinois, a sparsely settled rural community some twenty-five country miles west of Lake Forest or, to put it another way, a two-hour journey by horse cart down a rough dirt path to a decidedly unsuburban destination, far removed in fact and spirit from the softening influences of familiar shops and neighbors. In Alicia’s recollection: “I don’t think father was any expert on farming, but he knew enough to see that the topsoil was deep and black, and that the corn grew as tall as you could want it—taller, in fact. The farm was bang in the middle of that bounteously rich farmland that marched in straight section-lines right to the horizon. So, fertile it certainly might be, but also unbelievably flat and bleak, fiery hot in summer, freezing in winter. And few trees anywhere, except along the fence lines or beside a muddy stream, or in little clusters we called ‘the woods.’ I remember April and May were always glorious, many wildflowers—trillium, hepatica, spring beauties—sometimes growing so thick you had to walk carefully not to crush them. But I don’t think mother ever really made a connection to the farming part of the place, which of course is what it was; it was a farm. Even when the corn started growing to the sky, you knew she just didn’t give a tinker’s dam about such things, about corn or grain or hogs. The truth is, she thought all that kind of thing was a bit vulgar, ought to be left to the laboring classes, the Sons of the Soil as she called them. In Libertyville, even the wildflowers didn’t quite meet her standard of how flowers are supposed to look. If you had to live in the country, she thought, better do it as the English do, with deer tripping daintily on lush lawns, and graceful sheep grazing in the distance. An English country house had style and presence, not an Illinois farmhouse. So, from the start, I think she and father had a kind of unspoken pact. The farm was his, the isolation and discomfort all of ours; but the house and its garden were hers. And over the years, she tried as hard as she could, with the help of architects and landscape people, to simply block out the Illinois prairie behind a screen of imported stately elms and assorted shrubbery. I don’t think it was ever a marriage of two minds.”

Both Pattersons, Joe and Alice, were still in their twenties, young enough to have some good days together from time to time on their remote, experimental farm. In the beginning Alicia, barely two years old, was in no position to remember much of anything beyond a blurry sense of fields and animals. Elinor at six, later claimed to remember that thrilling moment in their first year, the early morning when they could see that the alfalfa crop had come in: those little green shoots poking above the soil, with her father stomping about in the fields, welcoming the event with happy shouts; then marching up and down the furrows, singing some music-hall ballad, followed by his running back to the house to lift his tiny wife Alice off her feet and carry her out in his arms to show her their triumph—well, surely his triumph. Unfortunately much more of the time seems to have been passed in an atmosphere less resembling a pact than a chilly stand-off between two people who had painfully little in common: With Patterson out all day in the fields or in the barns, usually in the company of his Swedish farmhands, trying hard to be a farmer; with Alice either indoors, suffering from allergies or “nervous exhaustion” as she struggled to match fabrics to wallpaper, writing voluminous instructions to Chicago decorators, or else outside, on what she insistently called “the grounds,” trailing about with her Scots gardener, trying hard to be a country lady.
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Then, too, with Joe Patterson, there was nearly always the problem of focus, or perhaps of its opposite, distractedness. No matter how sincerely he might have wished to devote himself, say, to the challenge of feeding the sick and ailing, at the same time there was so often the rival challenge of keeping his attention fixed in one place. Thus, in addition to plowing and planting, to raising pigs and milking cows, to training as well as breeding workhorses, he soon went back to journalism. On the ground floor of the red-brick farmhouse, just off the front door, was a square, plain, low-ceilinged room which he took for his own, paying one of the rawboned Swedes to saw planks and install bookshelves, dragging in an old green sofa, a desk and chair, and various writerly implements, including one of the new Underwood typewriters. He called it his library, and when he wasn’t out in the fields or jogging along the fence lines (sometimes skipping rope and shadowboxing) to keep in shape, he was at his desk, writing signed editorials for the Daily Socialist, unsigned editorials for the Chicago Tribune; also a growing number of articles for magazines, national and regional; also fiction, in the form of the beginnings of a novel provisionally titled “Little Brother of the Rich.” All things considered it was not a bad life on the farm; there were strains and disagreements though also a kind of balance. But then, in early June 1908, seemingly on the spur of the moment, Patterson accepted a request from the leaders of the Socialist Party to serve as manager of Eugene Debs’s next run for the presidency.
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PATTERSON’S REENLISTMENT in the Debs campaign turned out to be one straw too many for his beleaguered wife. As Alice Patterson saw it, two years earlier she and her children had been uprooted from decent society and removed to a wilderness of pigs and cornstalks; now she was being asked to undergo public humiliation because of her husband’s perverse decision to align himself (and thus her) with those Reds and assorted troublemakers who were proposing the notorious, and possibly criminal, Debs for the highest office in the land. In late June a cross and embattled Alice left the farm for Chicago, where she linked up with Mother and Father Higinbotham (both of them as tiny as she), and then all three took the train east to Manchester-by-the-Sea, an hour or so north of Boston, where her older sister, Florence, and her lately acquired husband had rented an immense house close by the water.

The former Florence Higinbotham, now Florence Crane, or rather Mrs. Richard Teller Crane, seemed continually to be grabbing the gold rings that, by simple justice or some principle of sisterly fairness, should at least now and then go to Alice but somehow never did. Younger sister Alice had married first, and married well, so it appeared, into a family with all those imposing Medills and Pattersons, to say nothing of Groton and Yale. But then look where it had got her: an alfalfa crop in Libertyville and Eugene Debs. Big sister Florence, on the other


—
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