

AUTHOR’S NOTE

1890s dollars today: Based on the Federal Reserve Bank of Minneapolis Consumer Price Index from 1800, one dollar in 1901, the year of the creation of U.S. Steel, would be worth $32.62 in 2021. For simplicity’s sake, take any dollar figure you see in Steel City, add a zero, and multiply it by three. For example, a yearly salary of $10,000 for a steel executive would be roughly the equivalent of $300,000 today. A worker in a steel mill in the 1890s might make $10 a week or 17 cents an hour. That translates to $5 an hour today. The minimum wage in Pennsylvania in 2022 is $7.25 an hour, the lowest rate in the United States except for non-federal employees in Georgia.




1
The Family

FOR THE FIRST EIGHTEEN YEARS OF MY LIFE, MY WORLD REVOLVED around our house on Amberson Avenue, and it seemed like a very big house to me and my sister, Katherine, and my brother, Wills, who was named for my grandfather Willis. It was what in Pittsburgh is called a four square, for the four rooms that define the first floor. A brick walk from the street led you up three solid stone steps, across a narrow porch that extended the length of the house, then through a thick, oak door with a sturdy doorknob, brass but tarnished beyond recognition. Two lead-glass windows accented by red and blue stained-glass panels at top and bottom flanked the door. A large key in the middle of the door could be twisted to make a rasping sound that would alert us to visitors.

The first floor of the house was formal and the domain of my parents. On the second floor is where Kat and Wills and I spent most of our time. Upstairs, Mother and Father each had their own bedroom at the corners of the front of the house with a connecting bathroom equipped with a tub, commode, and two sinks, but we never ventured into these rooms without being invited. I was the oldest and had the next-largest bedroom at the back-right corner of the house, and that’s where we would play games like sardines and checkers and Parcheesi. The most fun we had was seeing whether Mother would greet the women who would call on her in the late afternoon the way people would in those more formal days. We would peer through the balustrades overlooking the entrance hall and watch them hand their calling cards to our maid, Agnes.

“Who is it this time?” Kat would ask.

“The Frothinghams again,” I’d say, then we would both have to keep Wills from giggling too loud about the name we made up for the endless series of callers.

After the guests took seats in the parlor to the right of the entrance hall, Agnes would let Mother know they were there. More often than not, Mother would tell Agnes to say she was indisposed and ask if they could call later in the week. Shunned courtiers would hear us sniggering as they departed.

The only other place where we spent any time was in the kitchen and the little breakfast room off of it. The kitchen was functional, not fancy, with a wood-burning stove, an icebox that extended through the wall for the daily ice deliveries, and a deep zinc sink where the plates and silverware were washed. In the breakfast room each morning, our cook, Eileen, would serve us griddle cakes and scrapple, a western Pennsylvania delicacy made from pork scraps. The walls of the room were lined with cabinets that held Mother’s vast collection of china and glass. I was fascinated by the array: dinner and butter plates, dessert and salad plates, tea services with pots and cups and saucers, as well as water tumblers and wine glasses of every shape and size, some clear, many a deep red or blue, all handblown with various accents that would reflect the gas lighting of the dining room with great effect.

Mother would lay out all her finery for the Saturday night dinner parties she and Father gave. The guests were men Father worked with and women Mother knew from her women’s clubs and Calvary Church charities. We knew one of these dinners was in the offing when Mother would have Agnes polish the stolid cedar dining room table and its silver candlesticks and fill the silver epergne with seasonal shrubbery. Mother would feather dust the crystal chandelier she loved—it had been a wedding present from her Aunt Cynthia, her mother’s sister, who she was closer to than her own mother—and made sure its tiny gas lamps were all in working order.

The children, of course, were not invited to these dinners, but we spied on the guests from our perch on the second-floor landing. Mother always looked so glamourous. She was the center of attention at these parties and seemed to be having so much fun. We’d be surprised the next morning at breakfast when she would say, “What a dreary bunch.”
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On Sunday we attended services at Calvary Episcopal Church on Shady Avenue, where the oldest and some of the most prosperous families in Pittsburgh worshipped. So the family could go to church together, my father, who was brought up as a Roman Catholic, became an Episcopalian when he married my mother. Other wealthy families attended Shadyside Presbyterian, across Pembroke Place from our house on Amberson.

The Calvary services were very structured. Each family, led by the father, followed by the mother and the children, dressed in their finest “Sunday” clothes, would file into the pew assigned by the church vestry. A family’s status was evident from how close their pew was to the altar. We were in the fourth row. Parents tried to keep their children’s eyes on the hymnal as the congregation sang hymns such as “A Mighty Fortress Is Our God.” Halfway through the service, the pastor would intone a dry sermon, citing obscure texts from the Bible that exhorted the parishioners to heed God so their lives would be fulfilling. Implied was the promise of worldly success. Since we attended the High Mass, after the sermon communion would be served to the adults and any of the children who had received their First Communion.

After the service, depending on the weather, the families greeted each other on the front porch of the church. After no more than five minutes of socializing, the congregation would repair to their carriages, lined up on Shady as far as Fifth Avenue. Then everyone hurried home for the Sunday meal.

Families like ours would have a very similar Sunday dinner, as we called these midday meals. Mother and Father took their seats at the head and foot of the table with the children in between. Mother would tinkle the crystal bell to prompt the servants, and they would deliver the first course, an oyster soup in fall and winter, consommé madrilene in spring and summer. After a palate-cleansing fruit, Mother would ring the bell again and out would come the Sunday staples: roast beef, garnished with boiled potatoes and a vegetable that the children would eat so they could have the last course: vanilla ice cream with cherry syrup that would disappear in minutes.

After dinner would be the obligatory carriage ride. The Daltons and other families in the area would join a procession of carriages, each more elaborate than the last. Phaetons and broughams were pulled by brown bays and gray Arabians, all stately and perfectly groomed. We had a covered rig with a driver, but some of the carriages also had a groom on the front seat and another man posted on a metal stand extending off the back.

It made for a grand parade from Fifth Avenue down Penn and back, past all the impressive homes that lined the route, big stone piles that conveyed the wealth and importance of their inhabitants. The owners were heads of the lucrative metal manufacturers—iron and steel, coal and copper, brass and aluminum—that made Pittsburgh thrive. The men in the carriages tipped their top hats to each other, while the women with their dresses buttoned up to their chins gave brief, delicate waves, when they weren’t corralling children who poked their necks out carriage windows in hopes of giving a halloo to a school mate. It all was structured and obligatory, but we loved those Sunday rides.

Our grandparents, my mother’s parents, Bertha and George Ricketson, or Father’s dad, Willis Dalton, would each come once a month for Sunday dinner. We dreaded the arrival of Grandfather and Grandmother Ricketson but looked forward to Grampa Willis’s visits.

Grandmother Ricketson scared my brother and sister and me. Always dressed in voluminous black, she was short and stout and charged into a room like she would knock down anyone standing in the way. Her face was powdered to cover her blotchy skin. Her mouth, a thin slit that she could contort into a variety of displeasures, was rouged bright red. We dreaded being kissed with that cruel mouth. When we couldn’t avoid it, we would look away and wipe off the odious stain. We didn’t mind hugs from Grandfather Ricketson, a short, dignified man who tried his best to ignore his wife’s physical and verbal excesses.

The only time we would use the formal living room at the left of the entrance hall was when the Ricketson grandparents came for lunch. An Oriental rug graced the floor, as it did in all the rooms. There was a coal-fired stove in the corner, and paintings of unknown provenance covered every wall. The draperies were heavy and dark, and even the constant ministrations of our housekeeper, Gert, couldn’t keep them fresh, what with the all-pervasive soot that drifted up from the iron and steel mills along the Allegheny River to the north and the Monongahela to the south. The requisite half-hour to sip sherry—the children had ginger ale—seemed to last forever. Grandmother would launch in on all the deficiencies she saw in the Dalton household, and Mother would purse her lips with her hands folded in her lap. Father and Grandfather would talk about the price of iron ingots. Our parents encouraged us to speak at the table, but we didn’t dare say a word when Grandmother Ricketson was there.

At the dinner I was often seated between Grandmother and my mother. I remember one Sunday, I think I was ten, when Grandmother finally pierced Mother’s protective shell. After the roast beef and boiled potatoes had been served, she turned up her nose and announced, “I will not be eating this overcooked meat. You know I like it blood red.”

No one said a word, as Mother looked down at her plate. “Anything else not to your liking?” she asked. Before Grandmother could answer, Mother went on, “Perhaps it’s my dress or my children’s fingernails or the way Richard carves.” Tears were welling in her eyes. “You are always right, and I am always wrong. That has never changed and never will. But I won’t listen to this at my own table.”

“You ungrateful …,” Grandmother snapped back, but Grandfather stopped her.

“That’s enough, Bertie. Eleanor, you must make your apologies.”

“I will not. I have made them too many times before. Daddy, you know how mean she is and always has been.”

Father tried to intervene. “Now, ladies, let’s not have any more unpleasantness.”

Grandmother turned on him. “Because you pulled yourself up to be a lawyer, you think you can talk to me that way? You, a boy from Slabtown. Eleanor is far from perfect, but she is still a Ricketson. You should be very thankful we allowed her to marry you.”

“Richard is a fine man,” Mother shot back. “Maybe if you hadn’t made us slink around Point Breeze to see each other, you would have known him better. We had to meet on a bench in the Homewood cemetery to get away from you.”

“You acted like a tramp! He was only interested in you for your family’s position in society. He’s a climber, this one.”

This was beyond cruel, even for Bertie. I’d never heard anyone speak so disrespectfully to my father, and I recoiled back into my chair so hard that I nearly tipped over. Kat grabbed her fork and looked like she might stab Grandmother. Wills wasn’t sure what had happened, but he dove under the table to get away from whatever it was. Father had always seemed invulnerable to me, but he sat frozen in his seat at the head of the table with a blank look on his face.

Then Mother cried, “You’ll always take any chance you get to belittle me and Richard. You shall leave this table and not return until you are invited.”

Grandmother’s fleshy face reddened, her eyes narrowing until they disappeared. Her red mouth twisted as she glared at Mother. Then she raised her piggy nose and said, “Come, George. We are not wanted here.” The rest of us didn’t say a word as they retrieved their overcoats and dashed out the front door to their waiting carriage.

Mother sat with her shoulders back, staring at the wall behind Father. When she was sure that her parents were gone, she dabbed at her mouth with a napkin, said, “Excuse me,” and headed up the front stairs to her bedroom. We didn’t see her again until we came home from school the next day. A month or two later my Ricketson grandparents would return. Another uneasy truce between mother and daughter would last a time but was soon broken, and the cycle of anger and conciliation would continue.

Grampa Willis’s visits were of a very different sort. We would wait on the porch for his arrival no matter the weather, then rush down the path when we saw the buckboard approaching, pulled by his dappled old dray, Tecumseh. Before he could even alight, we would scramble to be the first one to sit on his lap, then would hang off him as he pulled us along into the house.

Mother would be there to greet him with a smile she reserved for few others. “The children are always so glad to see you,” she would say. “As am I, of course.” Between father and son it was “Hello, Richard” and “Hello, Father.”

The dinners with Grampa Willis were casual. He would ask us whether we were doing well in school, and each of us would say whatever was on our mind. I liked to brag about hitting home runs and scoring touchdowns for my school teams. Kat would tell him what she had been reading and how much she enjoyed science, while Wills would talk about the animals he had trapped in the woods down by the Allegheny.

Grampa loved Pittsburgh history. He delighted in taking carriage rides with Kat and Wills and me to show us our city’s historical sights. We rode out Fifth, then south on the Braddock Road to a bluff overlooking a broad field, and Grampa would tell us how the British under the command of General Edward Braddock and Colonel George Washington lost a battle with the French and Indians, not five miles from our house on Amberson. On that same field, the citizens of the western counties of Pennsylvania gathered to secede in protest of a tax on whiskey, the infamous Whiskey Rebellion, which was abandoned with the approach of federal troops. And we could see the smoke from the colossal iron and steel mills along the Monongahela River. The biggest treat of all was when Grampa would take us up the funicular railroad known as the Incline to the top of Coal Hill, where we could look out over Pittsburgh and its three rivers—at least we could on a clear day, which it seldom was.

We loved these excursions and couldn’t wait to get home and tell our parents all that we had seen and heard. They were happy that we had enjoyed ourselves and were close with at least one of our grandparents.

Grampa Willis’s favorite topic at the dinner table was why Pittsburgh was the mightiest industrial city in the country, the part he had played in its growth, and how he had never received his due.

“Two great rivers, the Monongahela and the Allegheny come together to form the Ohio, which flows all the way to the Mississippi and the sea. Them rivers bring the coal and iron, and Pittsburgh makes the steel the rest of the country needs to grow.

“And right across the Allegheny from the point where the rivers meet is a place called Slabtown.”

I smiled at Kat because we had heard about Slabtown so many times.

“That’s where the families from Scotland and Ireland lived when we got off the railroad cars from the East. It was just a bunch of shacks, but great men have come out of Slabtown, don’t you ever forget! Carnegie, Phipps, Lauder, the Oliver Brothers, the businessmen making Pittsburgh rich, even if they treat some men underhanded. Just ask the Kloman brothers, who first made quantities of steel from iron in a short enough time to show a profit. Andra Carnegie cheated them right out of their business.

“And me! All the new ways of forging iron and steel I developed. Didn’t pay me a cent for them, beyond the pittance of my wages.”

Father would cough when he heard criticism of the men who were his clients, and he and Grampa would stare at each other for a second or two, but it never came to more than that.

Then one supper the forced civility between him and Father snapped.

“Tell your Da what we saw today, Jamie boy.”

At fourteen I sensed the danger signs but paid them no heed. “We saw the burned-out railroad cars from the big strike of 1877.”

Father bristled. “And who did he tell you burned those cars?”

“The men seeing that their wages weren’t to be cut!” Grampa exploded.

I could see Father grind his teeth. “Their wages were not being cut. In any case, the railroads have the right to pay what they want. It’s their property.”

With that the two were off. In loud voices they called their foes capitalists or socialists, preceded by words that we knew but would never say unless we wanted our mouths washed out with soap. Mother tried to intercede, but her quiet voice was drowned out. When she’d had enough, she used her butter knife to rap on a water glass until I thought it would break, but that got their attention.

“This bickering will stop! I have heard this argument too many times, and you should know by now that neither of you will give an inch. What an example you both are setting.”

Grampa was the first to say anything. “My apologies, El. Now, Dickie, you just keep in mind that all that money your fancy clients are making should be spread around some.”

Father hated being called “Dickie,” but after a hard glance from Mother, he kept his temper. “I’ll try to remember that, Da, when those same men are taking the risks to keep their businesses growing.”

“Not another word from either of you,” Mother said. She rang the crystal bell, and Gert brought in chocolate cake with whipped cream. No one argued about that.
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My parents were formal and agreeable with each other, but I rarely glimpsed any affection. This didn’t seem at all peculiar since my friends’ parents behaved the same way. Their routine was fixed. Father would board the Fifth Avenue trolley, pulled by a team of horses, at eight each morning for the four-mile trip downtown and arrive back at 5:30. One or all of the children would meet him at the head of Amberson for the short walk back to our house. This was the only time we would be alone with him.

We, of course, spent much more time with my mother. I knew that she was a beautiful woman, with her thick, shining hair, aquiline features, and tall, slender frame. To me she was different from the other mothers, and when I saw her with them, she seemed uncomfortable, unwilling to engage with their chatter. She never had the ubiquitous pile of knitting in her lap like the others, and her fingers fidgeted. The only place she seemed at ease was on horseback. Each morning, after walking us to the neighborhood school at Fifth and Morewood, Mother galloped gracefully away toward the woods and hollows of Mrs. Mary Schenley’s vast estate.
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I was twelve when I noticed that Mother would withdraw after the fights with Grandmother Ricketson over the midday Sunday meal. For the next few days, she would seem nervous and only relax after she drank wine at dinner. But after particularly brutal exchanges, she would stay in her room for a day or two, not even appearing for meals. Then Father would bring her downstairs wrapped in a blanket and drive her and Agnes down to the Shadyside train station.

“Your mother is going to the mountains for a few days,” was all Father would say. Kat and Wills and I wouldn’t think much of it because she would always be back in a week or so and life would go back to normal. Until the next time.

As the years went by, Mother’s trips to the mountains became more frequent. When Father returned from yet another trip to the station, I was waiting for him on the front porch. “Why does Mother leave like this?” I asked.

“I’ve told you. She goes to Cresson Springs for a rest.”

“Why can’t she rest here? I’ll make sure Kat and Wills don’t bother her.”

He looked at me for a minute, then said, “Let’s go into the library.”

I followed Father in, and after he closed the door, we sat in the two easy chairs by the fireplace. This was a new experience for me.

“I don’t want you to worry about your mother. She is always better when she returns.”

“But why does she have to go away?’

“She has these spells. The doctors call it nervous exhaustion. She gets very sad, and being in the mountain air in Cresson Springs calms her until she feels strong enough to return.”

“I hope we don’t make her sad,” I said.

“No, no, she loves you all so much. Nothing makes her happier.”

“Then why does she get that way?”

“I wish I knew the answer to that, Jamie. Your mother is still hurt by Bertie’s tantrums, but there is more to it than that. I wish I knew what.”

Father gazed out the window. “You see what a beautiful woman your mother is. And when she is feeling herself, there is no one more charming. I’ve loved her since the first time we met, but she has always been up one minute and down the next. She can talk about any subject under the sun, and people are naturally attracted by her grace and wit. From the butcher to the crustiest old steel man, people are drawn to your mother.”

Father turned to look at me. “Please don’t say anything to her about this conversation. I can’t always be here to comfort her. Be as kind as you can without her thinking you are making a fuss. Can you do that, son?”

I assured Father that I could, but I was not sure how. He never said anything about her drinking, and I didn’t ask. But I didn’t think it was a coincidence that she didn’t drink wine at dinner right after she returned from Cresson Springs.
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When I was thirteen, a new school opened in the neighborhood: Shady Side Academy. They put me in their ninth-grade class because I was big for my age and good at sports. I knew most of the other kids, and because of my size, no one picked on me. But my relationship with my parents began to change, and I thought only of myself.

At Shady Side my main interest was sports. Since I was the best player on the football and baseball teams, I didn’t care that I got lousy grades. But my parents did and every time I brought home a report card with Cs and Ds, my father would call me into the library and give me hell. “Don’t think being captain of the football team is going to get you into a good college! I expect these grades to improve on your next report card.” I’d give a sullen response and get out of there as fast as I could. Father had gone to Western University in Pittsburgh, and I was sure I could get in there, whatever my grades were. They always wanted athletes.

Mother took a gentler approach but was just as insistent that I could do better. “I know these classes aren’t that hard for you because I remember how easy it was for you to get good grades when you were younger. And I see how you pore over the newspapers and how you enjoy talking to your father and me about what you’ve read. You have so much potential, Jamie.”

I knew she was right but wouldn’t admit it. “Not you too! Isn’t it enough that Father is on my back?” Mother would start to cry; I would say I was sorry, but I would be just as rude the next time she would chide me about my grades. I would tell myself that Mother was fragile and I shouldn’t upset her, but at that age I had a hard time controlling myself.

That showed up in other parts of my life. I ran with the other jocks, and our success on the playing fields made us arrogant and entitled. At the beginning of our junior year, our pack would ride our horses into the small, working-class cities around Pittsburgh and find taverns that were more than happy to serve us beer and whiskey. We would even get into harmless fights, more shoving matches, with the locals and laugh about it on our way back to the comfortable confines of the East End.

One Saturday afternoon in the spring of my junior year, I had more to drink than usual at a place called Chief’s in Wilkinsburg, just a few miles east of Point Breeze. There were a couple of ruffians I had tangled with before glaring at me, and I wanted to let them know they couldn’t intimidate me. After throwing back my third shot of whiskey, I banged my glass on the bar and shouted, “I can take any man in the place.” This was too much for even my rowdy friends, and they all backed away from me. Then the biggest guy in the place, at least ten years older than me and with muscled arms covered in grime, stood in front of me. I figured he was a mill worker. Without saying a word, he punched me in the face, and when I collapsed to the floor, he kicked me in the ribs. Then he calmly sat down and threw back a shot.

My friends managed to get me on my horse for the painful ride back to Amberson Avenue and took off as soon as they had deposited me on the porch. I staggered into the front hall and saw in the mirror that my right eye was shut and bruised. I held my side and hoped nothing was broken.

That’s when I heard my mother cry, “My God, Jamie, what has happened to you?”

“I was out riding with my friends and fell off my horse.”

“I doubt that,” she said, then took me into the kitchen and washed my eye. She poked gently at my ribs, and I grimaced but didn’t cry out. “Doesn’t seem too serious. Now go up to your room. Your father will be home soon.” Mother was never this abrupt with me, and I did what she said.

I lay on my bed with a cold washcloth on my face, and an hour later Father threw my door open. “I want to know what you have gotten yourself into, and don’t try to tell me you fell off a damn horse.”

“It’s nothing. Leave me alone.” My whole body ached.

Father slapped my feet off the bed. “Stand up when you talk to me!” I struggled to stand as he went on. “You smell like liquor, and this isn’t the first time. I can see you have been in a fight, and you are lucky that you aren’t hurt worse. Here’s what is going to happen. No more baseball, and if your grades don’t improve, you will be sent to Culver Military Academy for your senior year.”

“But that’s in Indiana!”

He turned his back and slammed the door of my room on the way out.

Back at school, my friends all wanted to know what my parents had said. “You won’t be seeing me at baseball practice,” was all I answered. What I didn’t tell them was that my mother had left on Tuesday for Cresson Springs. Before then only Grandmother Bertie could trigger that kind of reaction. Now I had. Mother was back on Amberson by Saturday. She seemed herself, but I resolved never to upset her like that again.
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With no baseball practice, I came home after classes were over and sulked. Kat and Wills stayed out of my way, and Father wouldn’t speak to me other than to tell me to get upstairs and do homework after dinner. After she returned from the mountains, Mother was polite but formal and told me more than once how disappointed she was in me.

I didn’t want Father to know I was giving into his demands about schoolwork, but I grew so bored that I did study more. Not a lot, but enough to make the time pass. By June I had Bs in English and Latin and brought algebra up to a C. But they didn’t get any better than that for the first two months of my senior year, and that wasn’t good enough for my father.

He called me into the library one night in November. “Your grades aren’t where they should be, and they won’t get you into an Ivy League school.”

Between my mediocre marks and recklessness, I was surprised he thought I had any chance at these august eastern colleges. “I always assumed I would be at Western University because you went there.”

“That was fine for me, but there are better options today. The three finest schools in the country are Harvard, Yale, and Princeton, and your mother and I have always hoped that you would attend one of them.”

The possibility of attending an eastern college sounded glamorous but so removed from my life in Pittsburgh that it seemed a fantasy. “But, Father, I’ve never been east of Harrisburg. I know what states those colleges are in but not much more. And my grades …”

“Several of my partners’ sons have gone east to college, many to Yale. As to your grades, you can and will pull them up.”

“How are you so sure? And I don’t care what your partners’ sons have done.”

“I’ve worked damned hard to get where I am, and it wasn’t always easy. I’d studied law but didn’t know a thing about finance. Now I advise Mr. Carnegie on every acquisition he makes. You need to make something of yourself. Your job is to get higher marks, and I’ll see that the right men tell Yale what a fine candidate you are.

“But look into Harvard and Princeton as well. Read all their pamphlets in the school library, and when the college men are home for the holidays, you can ask them about their experiences. I am very sure they will be positive.”

We locked eyes, and after a few seconds, I said, “All right, sir. I will do that.” He looked back at the papers on his desk, and I went up to my room and tossed a football up and down. Could I bring my grades up enough to get into these storied eastern schools? Could being the captain of the Shady Side football team make a difference? It would be exciting to play in a Harvard-Yale or a Yale-Princeton game. My true reaction wasn’t as negative as I had led Father to believe.
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The college booklets at Shady Side’s tiny library all said pretty much the same thing about the quality of the faculty, the rigor of the academic program, the dedication to Christian principles. I had to laugh. These pamphlets were designed to assure the parents of the sobriety of the colleges, not to attract potential students. Did I want to go east for college? I would have to wait until the Christmas holidays to see what the boys a year ahead of me had to say about their experiences.

My opportunity would come at George and Marguerite Westinghouse’s annual Christmas party at their estate in the fashionable Homewood area where so many of Pittsburgh’s elite had chosen to live.

I loved the Christmas party at the Westinghouses’. It was ironic that they had named the house “Solitude” because they entertained more than any other couple in Pittsburgh. This was the premier event of the Christmas season with a crush of more than 250 people. After greeting Mr. and Mrs. Westinghouse in the entry hall, the guests were escorted into an enormous room with laden buffet tables at one end and a full orchestra and dance floor at the other. Listening to the waltzes the orchestra played, I surveyed the assortment of foods: hams, turkeys, and racks of beef; trays of oysters and clams, no doubt delivered overnight from eastern shores; an assortment of breads, next to butter sculptures; an extensive variety of fruits and vegetables, some of which I couldn’t identify. Most distinctive of all was the separate dessert table with vanilla, chocolate, and strawberry ice cream; a chocolate fountain; and an untold number of cakes and cookies. Waiters were standing by with champagne for whomever asked for it.

I wanted to gorge myself as I had at past Westinghouse Christmas parties, but this year I had a mission. I needed to learn as much as I could about the vaunted eastern colleges.

I was disappointed by my first two encounters. The Harvard man talked of scholarly pursuits and a professor in the new field of psychology, William James. The fellow from Princeton spoke about the architecture, the social events, and the opportunities for fox hunting in the unblemished New Jersey countryside.

Nothing they said stirred my interest, and I looked for someone who went to Yale. If it sounded as unappealing as the other two, Western it would be, no matter what my father thought. Right then I spied a Yale man at the food table.

“Checking on the competition, Jack?” I asked a fellow I knew, about my height with black hair and an overhanging brow that partially hid his dark-blue eyes. Jack Heinz had a formidable look.

“All our products on display tonight! Try the horseradish; it’s made from my grandmother’s old recipe,” he said.

“I’m sure it’s delicious, but what can you tell me about Yale? That’s where my father wants me to go next year. I hope it sounds better than what I’ve heard about Harvard and Princeton. Nothing could make me go to those schools.”

As we picked through the delicacies, Jack was delighted to talk about Yale. “New Haven—that’s how we always refer to it—is the real deal, Jamie. The best men I’ve ever met, smart, sporting, and always up for a good time. The singing groups, publications, plays are all first rate, and the athletics are without peer.”

When he started in about the club system, I paid little attention and was happy when he told me more about the sports. “I’m sure you will go out for football in the fall, and a strapping lad like you is sure to be recruited for the crew.” I had a vague notion of what he meant by “crew,” that it had something to do with rowing.

Just then a young lady in a green velvet dress strode up to Jack and took him by the elbow. “Come have a punch with me, brother, then maybe a waltz?” Jack snatched his arm away, but his smile told me the affection he had for the girl.

“This would be my annoying little sister, Henrietta.”

“Jack, you know I hate that name!” She turned to me. “Everyone calls me Rita.”

Rita had brown, round, trusting eyes in a pleasing face with ringlets of brunette hair down to her uncovered shoulders. Her figure was slight, but she held herself in a self-assured manner. I liked her immediately. That made me nervous, and it showed. I towered over her and didn’t meet her eyes as I mumbled, “Jamie, Jamie Dalton.”

“Dalton is thinking about New Haven,” Jack told her.

“Why, you must go to Yale!” Rita piped up, then grabbed our arms and guided us to the punch bowl where she introduced us to Peggy Hillman, a friend of hers from Miss Mitchell’s. The three of them chattered while I nodded my head and tried to smile.

When Jack and Peggy wandered off, I knew I had to say something, “Rita, I’m surprised we haven’t met before.”

“Oh, we have, but you never paid any attention. I’m three years younger than Jack and two grades behind you. The younger girls always know who the older boys are.”

“You’re just a kid,” I laughed.

She didn’t think I was funny. “You don’t seem all that grown up to me. You certainly don’t know how to talk to a young lady. Excuse me, I’m going to find Jack.”

She was right. Shady Side was all boys, and the only activity I did that included girls was Mrs. Benedum’s dreaded dancing classes. The boys in suits and ties stood on one side of the room, the girls in long dresses on the other. We all had to wear white gloves: the boys’ sweaty and filthy, the girls’ pristine. When we were forced to dance as couples, always at arm’s length, the girls all giggled at how inept the boys were at even the most basic steps. I never said much of anything, and they made fun of that too.

Before Rita could leave, I said, “Wait, I’m sorry. May I have this dance?”

She hesitated. “I suppose.”

I held out my arm and escorted her into the ballroom, where we blinked at its brightness. While the rest of the house was lit by dim, flickering gas lights, the ballroom blazed bright. There were hundreds of tiny electric lights mixed into the evergreen boughs, and the chandeliers seemed on fire.

We took our dancers’ pose with the requisite twelve inches between us and moved to the center of the dance floor. When I made a few missteps, she said, “Haven’t learned much at dancing class, have you?” I blushed. “C’mon, Jamie. I thought you were an athlete. You can master a few simple dance steps.”

I managed not to tread on her toes, and we both relaxed. I got her to laugh with comments about some of the older, stodgier dancers who clumped around the floor with big smiles on their faces. When the music stopped, we dropped our hands and arms, but neither of us said anything. We walked back to the punch bowl where Jack stood with Peggy. He took out a silver flask. “Like a nip, Jamie?”

“Very much!” I replied.

I tried to make up for my earlier faux pas and asked Rita whether she had plans for college. Strike two. “Do you think I’m a silly nit that will sit here in Pittsburgh, planning my debut, then waiting for a marriage proposal? I intend to go east for college, maybe to Smith. From there it’s an easy train ride to New Haven, and I can see Jack during the college terms.”

“Maybe you will see me as well,” I said.

“I’ll have to think about that. My family is leaving, and I must go.”

As she turned and walked away, I admired her rich chestnut hair that covered her bare back down to the top of her dark-green velvet Christmas dress. I didn’t want her to leave. I called good-bye, but she didn’t look back. Maybe she hadn’t heard me over the din of the party.
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I decided to apply to Yale and filled out the admission form with a few sentences in the essay section about why I thought Yale was the right college for me. I stressed some of the things that Jack had mentioned: my interest in football and perhaps crew and my hope to find a place at the Yale Daily News, which I had heard was more selective than the sports teams. I hoped the letter from the headmaster at Shady Side to Yale would be positive since I had brought my grades up. The most important letters came from two senior partners at Knox & Reed. I told Father that I didn’t think they were necessary, but he scoffed. “Jamie, you better learn now how crucial these types of connections are. My colleagues are wealthy alumni of Yale, and the college can’t afford to ignore men like them if it is to prosper.”

Getting into Yale now seemed like a real possibility, and I didn’t want to settle for Western. When I did receive the “Mr. Dalton, we are happy to inform you …” letter in mid-April, I was pleased and a little surprised. I was glad that three of my schoolmates got the same letter from Yale.

My family had always escaped the summer heat at the Cresson Springs Hotel, but this year that would change. Our father, along with many of his well-off friends, had taken a membership in the South Fork Fishing and Hunting Club on a lake above Johnstown, which was less than seventy miles east of Pittsburgh. There would be fishing and sailing, neither available at Cresson, and a big clubhouse for dining and dancing. Mr. and Mrs. Heinz were members, and I hoped I would see Rita there, but that didn’t happen. Mother told me that the Heinzes had taken a house in the Berkshires for the summer.

The first month of the summer I had lots of time to think and read, which I enjoyed when it wasn’t an assignment. I discovered Mark Twain, in particular Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, and saw how he could bring people, places, and conversations to life on a printed page.

As much as I enjoyed Twain, I didn’t like being cooped up in our house on Amberson and was thrilled when we packed up our trunks for the two-hour train trip to Johnstown. From there it was a bumpy carriage ride up the fourteen-mile trail through the Little Conemaugh River valley to South Fork. The final leg to the club was across a narrow path along the top of the dam that held back the South Fork River to create Little Conemaugh Lake. When we arrived, Mother and Father dealt with the drivers and the porters, while Kat, Wills, and I walked down the wood-chip path to the lake. We loved what we saw. There was a float just offshore with a slide and a diving board. Small boats with children our ages in the cockpits had their sails up, ready to catch the stiff afternoon breeze. Along the shore I saw several men my father’s age, dressed in lightweight summer tweeds with fishing creels hanging down their backs, casting for the bass that had been stocked in the lake, their lines tracing graceful parabolas until the fly skimmed the water. I didn’t see any fish rising, but the men didn’t seem to mind. I knew this was where Father would be spending most of his time. I also knew that I did not have the patience for fly-fishing.

Several gazebos stood next to the shore, and that is where the ladies in their long white cotton dresses with sleeves to their wrist and broad feathered hats had congregated. Some crocheted and others played cards, while a few twirled their parasols and looked out over the lake. I knew my mother would feel she should join these women, but I was just as certain she wouldn’t enjoy it. At least South Fork didn’t have the blue feelings associated with Cresson Springs for her.
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During my high school years at Shady Side, I no longer went on the Sunday carriage rides with Grampa Willis. I was busy with school during the week and had baseball and football games on the weekend.

As the years went by, my parents saw how much we loved our crusty, irreverent Grampa, and even Father softened his attitude. Willis was no longer as bitter about the steel men and the failure of the laws to protect the common man from their greed. They could see that under the prickly exterior was a loving and lonely old man that needed his family around him. Father and Grampa still had their occasional blowups, but they were less heated. At Sunday meals Grampa would go on about the perfidy of Andrew Carnegie and his partners, or Father would lecture about the rule of law and the importance of lawyers, and off they’d go. Mother would smile and let them vent, before saying, “Richard, Willis, that’s enough. The children and I have heard this all before. You never can find common ground on these topics so indulge us and talk about something less controversial.” There would be some huffing and puffing, but soon both of them would calm down and see the futility of their bickering. These tests of wills became less and less frequent, and by my senior year at Shady Side, we could laugh them out of it.

Their relationship had become so comfortable that Father invited Grampa to South Fork for the last two weeks of August. Grampa grumbled about spending his time in “a rich man’s playground,” but he was thrilled to be with his grandchildren and away from the numbing heat and dirt of a Pittsburgh summer.

Once there he overcame his misgivings and every day sat by the lake in one of the slatted wooden chairs with a slanted back and wide armrests. Grampa was happy to look out at the lake and smoke his pipe before joining us all for dinner at the clubhouse.

It was the last day of the trip, and I had taken Kat and Wills out for a final sail before heading back to Pittsburgh. As we came up the path from the lake, we saw that Grampa was dozing in the late afternoon sun, his arm fallen to his side and his hand holding his still smoldering pipe. There was something about his posture that bothered me, and I ran ahead, shouting, “Grampa!” as I went. When I got to him, I shook his shoulders. “Wake up, please, wake up,” I implored him, but he didn’t respond. By then I had attracted the attention of others sitting by the lake, and several of the men had come by to see if they could be of assistance.

One of them said, “I am Dr. Chalfant, son. Let me take a look at him.” I moved out of the way and put my arms around Kat and Wills, who were both crying. The doctor put his ear to Grampa’s chest for more than a minute, then stood up and said, “Children, we need to find your parents.” After asking another man to stay with Grampa, he walked us to the cottage we had rented that was up a slight rise from the clubhouse, Wills, Kat and I holding hands on the way.

Father was standing on the porch gazing out at the lake when he saw us. “Dr. Chalfant, is something wrong?” At the sound of alarm in Father’s voice, Mother joined him.

Seeing the look on the doctor’s face, Mother steered Kat and Wills into the cottage, but I didn’t move. When they were both inside and it was evident that I wasn’t about to join them, Dr. Chalfant turned to Father, “Richard, I’m sorry to tell you this, but your father has died. I’ve left Nick Byers with him down by the lake. I believe his heart gave out. In any case, he went peacefully.”

I stood beside Father with my head bowed, as the tears rolled down my cheeks. Father answered mechanically, “Thank you, Robert. I must make arrangements. Do you know a proper funeral establishment in Johnstown? We need to get my father back to Pittsburgh for burial.”

Both he and Mother were consumed in comforting Kat and Wills and getting us organized for the train trip back to Pittsburgh. I tried to be whatever help I could, but I was in a daze the whole time. The one indelible memory I have is seeing a plain pine box being loaded onto a baggage car as we boarded the train. Everyone knew Grampa was in that makeshift coffin, but no one said anything. When we arrived back at the Shadyside station, men from the McCabe Brothers Funeral Home were there to take over the arrangements for the burial and furnish a more appropriate casket. The service would take place in two days at St. Mary’s Cemetery out the Mount Troy Road. Father knew that Grampa Willis would insist on being buried in consecrated grounds.

It was a clear, cool September Saturday, and Father McCluskey from St. Boniface’s was to perform the burial service at Grampa Willis’s graveside. Grampa never spoke much about his friends, and I hadn’t spent enough time around his house in Allegheny City to know how many people outside the family might attend his funeral. The five of us had all taken our seats next to the grave at least a half an hour earlier than the 11:00 start of the service. At first there were only a few others, and even Father didn’t recognize them. But in ones and twos, then in larger groups, people approached the gravesite until there were two hundred people standing among the headstones around Grampa’s grave. Out of the crowd a beefy man approached Father and doffed his cap.

“I am Len Doyle, sir, and I represent all these folks who wish to convey our condolences to you and your family. Willis Dalton was respected by iron and steel workers all over Pittsburgh. He was a strong man, who stood up for what he believed, even when it put him at odds with the powers that be. We will all miss him, but none so much as you.” With that, Doyle rejoined the others.

After the service a few friends of my parents came back to our house on Amberson for tea and cakes. We were happy when they all left, and we could get out of our stiff, formal clothes and be left to our own devices. I tried to read in my room but soon got restless. I was leaving for New Haven in two days, and maybe some of my mates would be up for a farewell drink or two. I walked over to Bill Ireland’s house on Westminster, and we picked up Sidney Maxwell on St. James. It was a short walk to Cappizano’s bar, just off Walnut Street on Bellefonte. I’d miss the old neighborhood.

We toasted each other’s success at college with glasses of Iron City. Bill was off to Harvard and Sid to Princeton, and after a couple of beers, we switched to shots of whiskey and tried to remember our college fight songs. All I could come up with was Boola-Boola and Sid mumbled something about tigers. Bill didn’t have a clue whether Harvard even had a fight song. There was one other patron, a guy dressed in shabby clothes who didn’t look up from his half-filled glass. We kept at the shots for another hour or so, then bought a bottle from the barkeep and stumbled out the door. The last thing I remember is passing the bottle back and forth as we staggered home, arm in arm, singing at the top of our lungs.

I woke up the next morning with a raging headache and a very sore nose. I rushed into the bathroom and drank four cups of water, then sprawled back on my bed. It was then that I noticed that I was still in my clothes from the night before. My God, I thought, what had happened? I had never been blackout drunk before, and I was scared.

Father was ashen when he walked into my room. I propped myself up on my elbows, and he glared at me. “Do you have any idea what you’ve done? Your mother and I were asleep when we heard a crash on the front staircase. We both got out of bed, and that’s when we saw you sprawled out on the stairs, blood all over your face. Your mother was scared to death. It took all our strength to get you onto your bed. We cleaned your face as best we could, but when you started thrashing around, we couldn’t get you out of your bloody clothes.

“James, this is beyond unacceptable. I have a half a mind to wire Yale and tell them you will no longer be attending. Put you to work in the mills! But it’s too late for that. You will have one semester to straighten up, and if you don’t, I will pull you out of there and you will owe me for the wasted tuition.”

I was sitting on the side of the bed with my head in my hands. I felt humiliated and didn’t know what to say. “Father, I am so …”

“Save it for your mother. She is horrified. Clean yourself up and apologize to her. I don’t want to see you.”

I washed off the dirt and the liquor, but I couldn’t scrub the shame away. When I looked in the mirror, I saw my nose was swollen but it didn’t seem broken. At least there would be no awkward visit from Dr. Chalfant. I put on a button-down shirt and khakis, then knocked gently on Mother’s bedroom door. She didn’t respond so I walked in. She was sitting up in a bed jacket, her legs under the covers, reading a book.

“Oh, Mother, I am so ashamed.”

She looked up, her eyes ablaze. “You should be! I’ve never seen behavior like this and on the day we buried your grandfather. Your father was upset enough! I wanted to keep you here in Pittsburgh, but your father insists that you have the chance to prove yourself at Yale. If you don’t, you will be put to work, manual labor. Don’t take a college education for granted.”

“I want to make you and Father proud,” I said. But she was looking back down at her book.

I ate a sandwich that night in the kitchen, then packed my valise. I still felt lousy and went to bed right after it was dark. By the time I got to breakfast, Father had gone to work. Mother came down in her riding clothes and told me she would drive me in our carriage to the Shadyside station. When we pulled up, she gave me a quick hug, and I felt her tears on my cheek. “You must be careful,” she said. “Be a good boy.” Then I waited alone for the train.
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