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Praise for The White Blackbird

“Moore offers no easy answers.... It is a virtue of this autobiographical biography that it succeeds in evoking the unfathomable nature of a personality.”

—New York Review of Books

“Thanks to her granddaughter’s sensitive reconstruction of her life, Margarett Sargent’s memorable personality and extraordinary sensibility have been given a second chance of surviving oblivion.”

—Wall Street Journal

“Moving, penetrating, and true; it evokes the destiny of women like Zelda Fitzgerald. Well written, well researched, and insightful.”

—Françoise Gilot

“Honor Moore has painted a vivid picture of an era. Most fabulous of all is the picture of that tormented woman wandering through life searching for truth and beauty that she could see and feel but couldn’t get her arms around.”

—Ben Bradlee

“Moore translates Sargent’s paintings into rich word-portraits ... her writing is delicious. She describes a culture in which establishing connection with the pleasurably erotic pulse of creativity requires exactly the same risk as jumping off a high cliff.”

—Women’s Review of Books

“Never has the life of a woman artist been rendered with such exquisite detail, with such excitement, insight, and compassion. Anyone who cares about triumph—and the psychic cost—of making art must read this book.”

—Louise DeSalvo

“Like so many women of her time, Margarett Sargent has been lost to history: a great artist who abandoned her art and left no story. But she left a granddaughter who has here searched out and movingly recounted that haunting life.”

—Carolyn Heilbrun

“A wonderfully readable and revealing study of a rich but unfulfilled life—fascinating not only in its portrait of the artist as a woman of wealth, position, and ultimately, of despair, but also for its insight into the complex fabric of interlocking Bohemian and Brahmin society of the times. This is a real achievement.”

—Linda Nochlin

“Ambitious and searching. . . . The White Blackbird is as rich in casually telling detail as only an authentic family album could be. By dint of both her privilege and her talent, Margarett Sargent occupied a charmed place in the demi-monde and the avant-garde, and her life offers a panoramic view of an era.”

—The Nation
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If you bring forth what is within you, what you bring forth will save you. If you do not bring forth what is within you, what you do not bring forth will destroy you.

—The Gnostic Gospel of Thomas
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i

Sundays of course were different—
I wore plumes . . .


(1892–1908)

Margarett and her father
at Wareham, c. 1903


“YOU WILL HAVE A BOSOM like your grandmother’s,” my mother says. I am eleven, standing with her near the brass-fixtured highboy on the second-floor landing of our house in Indianapolis. My mother is black-haired, olive-skinned, and lean. My brother teases me for being too pale, too round—”white and gooshy, white and gooshy”—and I reassure myself: I am like my grandmother Margarett. She had black hair and very white skin. Like mine. She was not called pale. She was an artist, and she was called wonderfully fair.

“I was flat-chested until I had children,” my mother says, pulling my first bra from the underwear drawer. “I envy you your bosom.” At thirteen, alone in the mirrored dressing room, I cup new breasts with small, wide hands: a “bosom” like my grandmother’s. The bosom grows. And the buttocks. “What’s that behind you?” my mother jokes as we walk together down the street. Fat. Fat as Margarett’s face in that photograph she sent from Brittany in 1953. It was the only picture of her in our house. A fat face. Too fat for the Breton headdress. Too sad to look at for long. I finger the red felt jacket from Saint-Malo. It lasts. Grandma sent it from France! She taught me to draw. To want to write letters in strange-colored inks on unusual paper.

It could have been any day in the years before the truce my mother and I reached when I left home. It happened a lot in the years my figure was becoming like my grandmother’s. Standing in the twenties-vintage maroon bathroom so the other children won’t hear, my mother and I scream at each other for “reasons” having to do with hair—“Sweetie, keep it away from your face!” And she pushes it from my face. And I yank her hand away. Silence, then, “There, that’s lovely,” the side of my face revealed when the hair goes behind the ear. “Bitch,” under my breath. My room is messy. A slap across my face—punctuation to the fights with my mother. One long fight. She is cool. I am not. Margaret was not.

Margarett is dead now, and so is my mother. I am left with the reports of war correspondents. “All the time,” my brother says. “She screamed at you. Screamed.” And my sister: “Once I asked Mom, Why are you so mean to Honor?” “What did she say?” “Nothing.” And my father: “My psychiatrist told me to stay out of it: mothers and daughters ...” Twenty years later, my brother: “She was fighting something back in you. Definitely. Tamping it down. It was her mother in you. She saw Margarett growing in you.”

My mother at the telephone when telephones were black: “Grandma’s in the hospital again.” “What’s wrong with her?” “Mentally ill.” My mother stands there touching her head. “It means her mind is sick.” Her brain? The feeling inside my own head. Nothing in my mother’s voice tells me her fear. Fifteen years later, I hold a white telephone as my mother tells me she herself is going into a sanitarium: depression. Margarett’s sad face. Oh, yes, her brain. Her mind. Oh, yes, I understand—that kernel of pain in my own head. A feeling starts to hurt and you have no words for it.

I help my mother set the table for a dinner party. From the high cupboard we lift white china cupids holding luscious fake grapes, gifts from Margarett, to decorate the long dining table, Margarett’s wedding present. “You know the story of this table,” my mother says as we place the silver and the red goblets. “She promised it as a wedding present, then she had more shock treatments, and when we went to claim it, she wouldn’t give it to us! The shock treatments made her forget even our wedding!” My mother talks in a perfectly normal voice. “Finally we got it, but the whole thing was just awful.”

“I don’t want you to have to cope with her,” my mother said when I told her I wanted to go to Radcliffe. Cambridge was less than an hour from where Margaret lived. Of course wanted to go nowhere but Radcliffe. When the time came, Margarett was in a sanitarium. At Radcliffe, I was a midwestern immigrant even though all the men in my mother’s family had gone to Harvard for generations, even though Radcliffe had been founded by my mother’s paternal great-great-grandmother. I cry from fear the night before my first exam. I am too ashamed to speak the secret wish: I want to write. I skate a surface, the dark water of possible creativity well below, frozen from me. Unspoken, even unthought, is the fear: If it thaws and I plunge through, if I write, will I go mad? “You look so much like Margarett,” all the Boston relatives say.

Crazy Margarett, the woman always described as having been startlingly beautiful, to my child’s eye bestially fat, stuffed into high heels, still attempting chic. Crazy. Scent of her perfume cut with heavy nausea smell. Image of my mother on the phone, news again of Margarett drunk, manic, sent for a few weeks to this or that sanitarium. I do not want to be crazy, and yet I want something this grandmother has. Everything she does, she does with taste so original its sensuality is palpable: letters written in brown ink on butcher’s paper; a green satin purse with cream satin lining, a Christmas present for the granddaughter she barely knows; her sensitive responses when I send her an example of my own art: “Your poster is safely on my wall. When I watch it, it really moves. I admire very much the distribution of lettering you were obliged to do—I would be helpless with the problem. As I wired you, I love it. . . .”

“That week at Grandma’s wrecked my life,” I say. My father laughs. “We were all so worried, but you had a great time.” Wrecked my life? What mystery, what example, what illusion would have formed the yearning of my imagination had I not, at the age of five, visited that grandmother in that house?

Her house. An old saltbox my grandfather bought while he was still at Harvard, built in 1630, lived in first by the king’s tax collector for the Massachusetts Bay Colony, then during the Revolution by General Burgoyne. Margarett and Shaw restored it and, after their marriage, added onto the house so that, to a small girl’s eye, it seemed a castle. Its entrance hall, first built as Margarett’s sculpture studio, became, with later additions, a mammoth living room. Off one corner, an octagonal tower walled with mirrors Margarett left outdoors one winter to weather to an appropriate cloudiness. A pool walled with trimmed arborvitae, its entrance hidden so the hedge seems a maze. Apple trees like candelabra, espaliered against the dark clapboard.

In her Spanish bedroom, Margarett directs as a photographer positions me. I ride a tiny antique rocking horse. Flash. On the wall above the mantel hangs a De Chirico: two stallions, creamy manes lifted by desert wind, creamy tails streaming to the sand. I sit pasting paper, intent; nearby, Margarett, pen in hand, sketch pad on her knee. Or Margarett sits near my bed, sketching as I fall asleep. When I wake, she’s gone. I remember Jack, her green macaw, screaming “Margarett!!!” over and over. And the darkened bedroom. “Shhh. Quiet,” the cook says. “Your grandmother was up late.” I remember shafts of sun coming through skylights breaking the gloom of the living room. The quiet emptiness. But I don’t remember what she sketched. I don’t think I ever saw the drawing.

Margarett stopped painting in her early forties, and one day I had the nerve to ask her why. “It got too intense,” she said, at eighty-two having survived five strokes, divorce, years in and out of sanitariums. “For twenty years, I worked,” she answered, gravelly rasp rendered nearly incomprehensible by partial paralysis. “And then I turned to horticulture.” This was the first and only time in my relationship with Margarett, a friendship that began and grew in the last seven years of her life, long after she had become bedridden, that we spoke of her art, the closest we came to speaking of her manic-depression, the “madness” I interpret as the inevitable result of conflict between art and female obligation in upper-class, old-family Boston.

I do not see a painting of hers until I have my first apartment: “I want one you painted.” My letter to her says something about lots of blank white walls. I am tentative because I have seen only one drawing of hers, never a painting; tentative because I know she stopped painting and don’t know how many of her paintings there are, if any. The Blue Girl, its arrival announced weeks before by a note scrawled in pink on hot-turquoise stationery, comes crated. I unwind gleaming screws, one by one, lift the lid, whiff of fresh wood, peel back the cardboard.

“It has a wonderful Spanish frame,” she’d written. Yes, and dazed black eyes staring as if interrupted. A stranger. A huge black hat’s shadows smudge her white forehead; lips set, red, disturbed. Color: Light blue collars a pale neck, behind writhe thick green vines, exploding ultramarine blooms. Brown hair to the shoulder, she sits, volcanic, holds the graceful white arm of an orange chair with both hands, as if to hold herself to the canvas. I am twenty-one. This is my first adult intimacy with a woman who has given up.

“Who is she?” I ask Margarett later. Her voice is already muffled by the first paralytic stroke. “A model.” Of despair. Hands roughly articulated. After the first stroke, Margarett’s hands shake too much to draw. The Blue Girl’s hands, painted in 1929, splay like fans, prophetic. “Who did that frightening painting?” a visitor asks. “My crazy grandmother.” I laugh, knowing that at night when I sit down at my blue typewriter I won’t be able to dismiss her piercing disturbance as I type, fingers splaying across the keyboard, drumming to tame that countenance, the steady acidic gaze that follows me everywhere in the room, watching, communicating some warning I cannot yet hear.

I am sitting with Margarett’s oldest daughter, my aunt Margie, near her pool, minutes from the house I visited at the age of five. Margarett has been dead two years. My mother’s spell has worked. Margarett won’t fit into the poem I keep trying to write, and every time I contemplate her, I am frightened. While she was still alive, I’d sit by her bed, chest tight, unable to ask what I wanted to know. “Tell me about your life, Grandma. Tell me how you became an artist.” Unasked were other questions: “What must I do not to ‘go mad’ as you have? What must I do to live fully both as an artist and a woman?” In Margarett’s absence, I ask questions of the daughter who was close to her, of whom she made so many drawings and paintings.

“She was not a very cozy mother,” Margie says. “We’d visit her studio. We wouldn’t stay long. She’d be intent on her work.” And so it was true, Margarett was a working artist. “She never stopped drawing. She stopped exhibiting. I think she hated herself for not continuing.” Margie, it seems, will tell me anything I want to know. She gives me names of people to talk to, assures me Margarett’s brother Dan will be happy to see me. “But you better hurry up,” she says. “He’s nearly ninety, and so many of those left are dying.” When I leave, she gives me a big portfolio, full of photographs and drawings. “The story starts in Wellesley,” she says. “Hurry up.”
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IN THE PORTFOLIO, I find a photograph taken in Wellesley in 1952: Grown-ups lean against Corinthian columns or sit on chairs set on the front steps of an immense white house. Children sit and sprawl on the grass—babies, not-yet-teenage girls with braids and quizzical faces, little boys wearing ties, bigger boys wearing striped tee shirts, adults in fine pale linens. You can’t miss Margarett. Near the center she sits, sixty years old, wearing the only dark dress in the photograph. On her head is an elegant black hat.

This was how Margarett chose to appear among her mother’s family. Though she was a Sargent by name, she grew up in the domain of her maternal grandfather, Horatio Hollis Hunnewell, the son of a country doctor, who made a fortune in railroads, built the big house in the photograph, and transformed its surroundings, a “pitch pine forest with a barren soil,” to an earthly paradise. As a child, Margarett visited him in the conservatory, where he sat in a wicker wheelchair among his orchids and palms. His mouth in old age had a vague expression, which, if a grandchild wound his mechanical nightingale enough to make it sing, wreathed to a smile.

When Margarett turned to horticulture, she was returning to Wellesley, where, in her childhood, the fruits of Hollis’s cultivation were at their prime. He hybridized scores of rhododendron, cultivated fruits and tropical plants in a dozen greenhouses, and proudly collected conifers for a pinetum that would include specimens from every continent. His tour de force was his Italian Garden, the first topiary display in North America. “No Vanderbilt, with all his great wealth, can possess one of these for the next fifty years,” he wrote in his diary in 1899, “for it could not be grown in less time.”

Judgment of topiary took into account not only the harmonious effects of the shapes of trees—a green cone by the side of a darker green pyramid, a tall pine clipped to look like an Olympian game of horseshoes—but also the effect of clipping on the texture of foliage. It was no small feat to adapt European pruning to trees that would survive in New England, and Hollis achieved it. After fifty years, two hundred sculpted trees occupied three sloping acres at the shore of Lake Waban in Wellesley. Seventy granite steps, edged by century aloes in granite urns, descended from a columned pavilion, past stone goddesses, to the water.

Margarett’s brother Dan took my curiosity about his sister seriously and invited me to Wellesley for the annual Independence Day Softball game the Hunnewells hold every year on the lawn of the big white house. He and Margarett were not yet born in 1889, when their aunt Isabella instituted the festivities as a way for Hollis, widowed by then, to gather his children and grandchildren. This was to be the first time I visited the Hunnewell estate. Wellesley, as the white house is called, had been designed by Arthur Gilman, architect of the Arlington Street Church in Boston. Nearby, each on a landscaped property, loom the Victorian “cottages” Hollis built, one each for his children, an extra for guests. The big house was named in honor of his wife Isabella’s family, who had originally owned the land; later, grateful for his gifts of a library, a town hall, and a park, the town of West Need-ham changed its name to Wellesley.

At the lawn’s edge, young Hunnewells stir strawberry-and-ginger-ale punch in a massive blue-and-white Chinese porcelain footbath. A breeze moves the tops of a huge tentlike stand of weeping beech, a giant catalpa, old maples, an ancient white oak—prized lawn trees whose circumference Hollis recorded in his diary every time his son John visited from France to measure them. In 1889, the year of the first softball game, he wrote that the white oak, the one tree he had not planted, had grown half an inch a year, which made it “fully 200 years old at this time.... I hope that in due time it will reach the good old age of one thousand years, and that some of our descendants will be on hand to admire it.”

The game is set to begin at ten-thirty. The umpire takes her seat, clipboard in hand, in the old fringe-topped buggy Hollis drove in his old age. Nonplayers (octogenarians or pregnant cousins) watch from under the trees, perched on outdoor furniture. A loud toot announces the large red jeep hurtling across the lawn, crammed with children, miniature American flags flying. This generation’s Arnold leaps from the front seat and strides onto the lawn with a megaphone. “Okay,” he shouts. “Everyone whose name I call, get out on the field!” He begins the list. “Hollis! Walter! Frank! Jenny! Isabella!” As he calls, players of all ages run to take their positions, as they had in response to the same names on ninety prior occasions.

Afterward, at the punch bowl, I am introduced as Cousin Margarett’s granddaughter, a writer. Immediately a clamor of voices begin a story: Margarett at the softball game at age sixty-eight. If you’re over sixty, you can have a younger surrogate run your bases, but Margarett hit a long ball that sent children scurrying to Washington Street, abruptly lifted her long black skirt to reveal a red taffeta petticoat, whose flounces rustled as she ran one, two, three bases—a home run.

“Why are you writing about her?” a cousin asked.

“I’m interested in her career.”

“Her career?”

“She was a painter.”

Lifting black to expose red among white-clad cousins, Margarett was painting, painting a banner that signaled not only her own otherness but that of her long silenced grandmother. Like Margarett the painter, Isabella Hunnewell goes virtually unmentioned on the great scroll of Hunnewells, and yet her family’s money and land were the foundation of her husband’s extraordinary triumph. It was Isabella’s uncle Samuel Welles who gave impoverished Horatio Hollis, his twelve-year-old cousin by marriage, the great opportunity of his life, a job at the Welles banking house in Paris; and it was Isabella’s parents who took her and her young husband in after the great crash of 1837 drove them back from Europe, penniless, with two small children. After writing home that she felt old as Methuselah after giving birth to her two eldest children, Isabella had seven more, affording Hollis’s dynasty the dimension of which he was so proud.

Though she was timid, with a fidelity to home and family that amounted to passion, Isabella traveled at sixteen with her sister to stay for a year in Paris with her uncle Samuel and his elegant wife. As she sat one day in her uncle’s banking office, copying out his correspondence, she noticed Hollis. The two were soon betrothed, but Hollis had no intention of leaving Paris. When Isabella, in protest, resisted setting a wedding date, a favorite aunt was dispatched from Massachusetts to reassure her, and the young couple were promptly married.

Twenty-nine years later, Hollas, by now made extremely wealthy by real estate and railroad investments, took his wife and his three youngest children, including Margaret’s mother, Jenny, on a grand tour of the Continent. For the winter, the children were left in school in Paris. In her diary, Isabella recorded roadside piracy, a blizzard that overturned their coach in the Alps, and the pomp of the Pope’s Sunday appearance. In Venice, after a few lines about alighting from a gondola, the pages go blank. “It was in Europe,” her youngest son, Henry, wrote, “that my poor mother had a nervous breakdown from which she never fully recovered.” Jenny remembered that after Europe, her mother’s eyes no longer met hers. At thirteen, she was effectively motherless.

For Isabella, after the trip to Europe, the tonic effect of a week in Charleston or a trip to take the waters at Saratoga was never more than fleeting. If she was not away in a sanitarium, she sat in a wheelchair in her spacious, sunny room at Wellesley, dressed in black and weeping, obsessed by a certainty her husband would run out of money. Except at her death, in 1888, when he noted “the beloved wife has found test at last,” Hollas never hinted in his diary of his wife’s illness, hardly mentioned her at all.

Jenny grew up suppressing terror at any sort of separation, avoiding adventure, and fearing for her sanity as the Hunnewell enclave moved between the summer palace on Lake Waban and a winter one Hollis built in 1862 on a Beacon Street lot he bought at auction as an alphabet of streets (Arlington, Berkeley, Clarendon) displaced the brackish Back Bay to accommodate Boston’s new industrial rich. The household ran so smoothly, Jenny had no opportunity to express her lack of ease, and so she was considered shy and retiring, in contrast to her older sister, Isabella, who had her father’s unconflicted assertion and strength.

When Jenny was eighteen, she made her debut at a ball her father gave in the ballroom of his Beacon Street mansion. She had grown into tall, black-haired good looks and was given to forgetting her nervousness in laughter. When she was twenty-four, her older sister was married at Wellesley, and a year later Jenny gave a “german”—a hundred and sixty friends danced the waltz and turned the intricate figures of the cotillion. The winter she was twenty-nine, she gave two dancing parties for her friends—most of whom were married—and for her sister and older brothers—all of whom were married. She had resigned herself to living the spinster life her mother’s sisters had. It was 1880, fifteen years after the truce at Appomattox, and there were seventy-five thousand marriageable women in Boston. Late that winter, Frank Sargent headed east from Wyoming.
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“THE HUNNEWELLS AREN’T AS ARISTOCRATIC as the Sargents,” Margarett declared one day when she was fifteen and out on a walk with Dan and a Hunnewell uncle. She assigned aristocracy to the qualities of her father’s family, distancing herself from the Hunnewells. As an adult, she prided herself on her weeping Sargentia, the hemlock shrub first discovered by her cousin Henry Winthrop Sargent, and when she became an artist, she proudly declared her individual ambition by announcing that she was a “dissident” and hated the painting of her fourth cousin John Singer Sargent. As a child, she hung on her father’s stories of Sargents—mesmerists, tubercular poets, famous generals, and clipper ship captains—far more interesting than the Hunnewells she saw every day, whose courtesy restrained her as an arborist would a conifer in her grandfather’s Italian Garden.

Margaret’s first American Sargent ancestor, William, came to Massachusetts from Bristol, England, and in 1678 was granted two acres on Eastern Point in Gloucester. Margaret’s generation was the seventh of his descendants born in America. His son Epes fathered fifteen children by two wives, and it is for him that the Sargent genealogy, published in 1923, was named. Of his five surviving sons, two fought for the crown during the Revolution and three for the colonies; during the siege of Boston, one Sargent brother retreated with the British on a ship for Nova Scotia, while another led a victorious regiment into the city.

It is from two of Epes’s sons that Margarett and the painter John Singer Sargent descend. Singer Sargent’s great-great-grandfather Winthrop was a patriot merchant instrumental in founding the Universalist Church in America. His brother, Margarett’s great-great-grandfather Daniel, made a fortune in the “triangle trade,” fishing cod, shipping it to Gloucester for salting, then to the Caribbean as cheap food for the plantation slaves who loaded cargoes of sugar bound for Boston’s distilleries.

Daniel Sargent had six sons. Two were merchants like their father, one was a Temperance writer, and the youngest, Henry, was a history painter, a friend of Gilbert Stuart and creator of the monumental Landing of the Pilgrims that hangs in the museum at Plymouth. The two remaining sons are described by their descendants either as n’er-do-wells or as poets, and one of them was Margarett’s great-grandfather, John Turner Sargent. I found no poems, just his brother’s assurance he had “the finest head and chest I’d ever beheld for a man” and the tale of his courtship of the beautiful Christiana Keadie Swan, the spirited heiress to a Salem shipping fortune, who defied her mother to marry him, and was disinherited as a consequence. When John Sargent died young and her mother refused her any assistance, Kitty Swan rolled up her sleeves, took in laundry, and put three sons through Harvard.

After excelling at the study of law, her middle son, Margarett’s grandfather Henry Jackson Sargent, was invited to become secretary to the great senator Daniel Webster. He turned Webster down and, when he inherited a fortune from his grandmother, abruptly abandoned law for the writing of poetry: “Lawyers must lie; I am a gentle-man and can’t.” The Sargent genealogy offers the excuse of “poor health” for Harry’s choices, but years later, a nephew, bemoaning his own compulsion to drink, blamed his uncle’s genes.

Harry Sargent had a handsome head of black hair, pale skin, and bright eyes, and affected a Byronic appearance. He sang a sweet tenor in the evening when his family gathered at the fire, but when he drank, he turned cruel. He commandeered his sons to carry his guns when he hunted plover on the Boston Common, and his wife was forced to plead that he allow their three daughters to marry—he considered them an insurance policy to be redeemed for their dowries at his whim. At a dinner his brother gave for the abolitionist Theodore Parker and the runaway slaves he’d brought to Boston to promote his cause, Harry angrily refused to escort a black woman to the table, struck his brother, and left the party. The two never spoke again.

When her father died, in 1920, Margarett, then twenty-eight and living in New York, returned to Boston. In his will, Frank Sargent had distributed cherished family objects among his five children. Because Margarett was an artist, he left her Washington Allston’s portrait of Kitty Swan Sargent. Because Dan was a poet, he inherited the desk at which drunken Harry Sargent wrote his poems. The desk had been in the library as long as Dan could remember, and there was no key. One afternoon while Jenny Sargent was out, Margarett hired a locksmith, opened its drawers, and began to read what she found. When Dan arrived for supper, his mother was in an uncharacteristic rage: “Margarett has done the most dishonorable thing!”

Jenny burned the contents of the desk, and Margarett never told Dan what she found there, but Dan, at ninety-one, remained convinced the unlocked drawer contained letters written to the ladies his womanizing grandfather addressed in the poems he published in Feathers from a Moulting Muse, his only book of verse:

Thou art lost to me for ever!

We must part, whate’er the pain.

A blight hath touched my passion-flower:

It may not bloom again….

By the time Margarett’s father, Frank Sargent, was ten years old, Harry had squandered his inheritance, and his oldest son had gone to sea to support the family. In 1862, that son, also called Harry, took command of a ship called the Phantom and became the youngest clipper captain in history. In 1863, he died, lost in the China Sea, and Harry pulled fifteen-year-old Frank out of Boston Latin School and sent him to work. He got a job as a lamplighter and never spoke a word against his father. He’d never cared about books, he said, and by working he could help his mother.

But Frank soon realized he’d never make enough money quickly enough in Boston. His sisters married well, but when he courted Grace Revere, grandniece of Paul, she rejected him for someone richer. The clipper trade was dead and had killed his brother, and now that Frank was old enough to enlist, the war was over. Friends of his had moved west to make fortunes now that livestock was shipped by railroad from the great range to Chicago. The burly physique that suited him to amateur boxing would serve him well on the frontier, and so, in 1870, Frank Sargent packed up and headed for Wyoming.

He and a Boston friend bought a ranch in Laramie and raised sheep, then steer, on the open range. In a photograph Margaret always kept on the piano, Frank wore a ten-gallon hat and black-and-white ponyskin chaps. He won road races and met Buffalo Bill and, though he wouldn’t admit he liked her, took General Custer’s daughter, Belle, for buggy rides. One summer evening, Belle broke their musing silence: “It would be so wonderful if we could just drive on and on and on.” Frank told the story as a marital cautionary tale: “I stopped the horses and turned around the wagon.” His friend Harry Balch could never go home, because he had married a Wyoming woman, but Frank still had Boston ambitions. He would remain out west as long as it took him to return to Beacon Street rich enough to marry well and recover the family honor. He stayed ten years.

Frank Sargent did not make a fortune in Wyoming, but the brawn he acquired wrestling steer set him clearly apart from the men with whom Jenny Hunnewell was familiar, men who wrestled with figures in the banks on Devonshire Street. At thirty-two, Frank was thickset and looked shorter than his five feet ten inches. He had a bull neck, auburn hair that fell in damp weather into waves, and twinkling vivid blue eyes. Perhaps Jenny was encouraged by mutual Sargent relations to invite their cowboy cousin to her parties the winter of 1880; perhaps the two noticed each other on Beacon Street on the blocks between his mother’s house at number 73 and her father’s at 130; or perhaps they danced together at someone else’s cotillion. Whatever the case, there were grounds for intimacy when Jenny crossed the Common and pushed through the bustle of Tremont Street one spring morning in 1881.

Jenny, blushing, told the story not as a narrative but in exclamations and bursts of delighted laughter. As a footman opened the door of H. H. Tuttle’s, Boston’s most fashionable cobbler, whom should she see, trying on a pair of shoes, but Frank Sargent! There survives no description of shoes purchased, but Frank Sargent and Jenny Hunnewell emerged from Tuttle’s secretly betrothed. On May 26, Hollis noted in his diary “great news from Jenny,” and on June 3, that “the gentleman from Wyoming arrived yesterday.”

Frank Sargent’s days of penury were behind him, but he was determined not to live the kind of wasteful life his father had. He drank only milk, and every cent Jenny or her father gave him, he left in trust to his children. “I am a practical man,” he’d repeat, as if reminding himself, under his breath. Soon after the marriage, he took a position at S. M. Weld Company, a cotton brokerage, and was soon as rich as his wife, prosperous enough to feel secure in the brick town house Jenny’s brother Henry, an architect, built for them at the corner of Hereford Street on the modest, shady side of Commonwealth Avenue.

At first, the memory of her mother’s illness dissolved in the pleasure of her extraordinary domestic happiness. Jenny had never expected to marry, and she adored Frank Sargent. But by 1886, she was thirty-five, with three children under four, and the complexity of her household had begun to fray her composure. The Sargents moved four times a year—a hundred trunks, seven servants, two nursemaids, carriages, dogs, horses—and the details of each migration were Jenny’s exhausting responsibility: Wellesley to Boston at Thanksgiving, Boston to Wellesley after Easter, Wellesley to the seashore in Wareham on July 4, Wareham to Wellesley at the beginning of September. “Our family lived very simply,” Dan said, “but in three houses.”

When Jenny became pregnant for the sixth time, late in 1891, she hoped for a second daughter and an easy birth. Alice, born six years before, had died at two of scarlet fever, and Jenny kept her photograph always, chubby baby face in a silver frame, on her desk. None of the children’s births had been physically difficult, but the vulnerability that gave her a capacity for frequent laughter also made Jenny frightened of pain. After Dan’s birth, during the summer of 1890, her depression had been debilitating and extreme, had unhinged her.

On Wednesday afternoon, August 31, at South Station in Boston, Frank Sargent boarded, as he had every weekday all summer, the 2:30 for Tempest Knob, the station on Buzzards Bay near Wareham where the “Three on Three” club train let off its passengers. Dr. Swift, who had delivered Margarett’s brother Dan almost exactly two years before, accompanied Frank on the special train, called the “dude train” not after its well-heeled passengers but because its conductor was a dandy.

Perhaps Frank and the doctor chatted as the train sped toward the Cape, or perhaps they read the Transcript, that day dominated by news of pretrial hearings in Fall River in the case of Lizzie Borden, a young woman accused of taking an ax to her father and stepmother one heatwave afternoon just three weeks before. Professor Wood, a chemist from Harvard, had testified that laboratory examination of the murdered Bordens’ stomachs evidenced no trace of poison and that the hair and blood on the ax were not human. Perhaps Frank, who loved a good story, read first about the Bordens, or perhaps he noticed first, at the bottom of the front page, an advertisement that presumed to foretell a Boston daughter’s life:

When Baby was sick, we gave her Castoria

When she was a child, she cried for Castoria

When she became a miss, she clung to Castoria

When she had children, she gave them Astoria.

Hammond, the Sargents’ coachman, drove the buggy to meet the train, which arrived on time at 3:13. Jenny Sargent was in labor, and Mary Carey, who had also attended Dan’s birth, sat by her bedside. Mary Montgomery, the cook, and her two kitchen maids worked more quietly than usual in the large kitchen, heat from the huge black coal stove sucking up the afternoon breeze. Ocean-reflected light played on the dark-green paneling in the parlor, on the crisscross exposed beams in the dining room, and on the buffalo head, a Wyoming trophy of Frank’s, that hung in the front hall. Jane, the Argents’ oldest child, and the children’s nurse were playing with Harry and Dan, three and two, on the beach below, and young Frank, eight years old, was fiddling with the dinghy.

Dr. Swift delivered Frank and Jenny’s sixth child during the early evening. The infant girl was immediately named Margarett Williams Sargent for her paternal grandmother, who was eighty-three and ailing. The next morning, from his office in Boston, Frank dispatched a message to his father-in-law in Wellesley, who wrote in his diary, “Jenny Sargent confined of a fine girl, nine and half pounds.”

No break in the flow of Horatio Hollis Hunnewell’s handwriting indicates he considered this birth less ordinary than the progress of a rhododendron from one spring to the next. Margarett was his twenty-ninth grandchild and the second to be called by that name, though the other Margarett was not distinguished by two t’s. The two t’s, which seemed, as Margarett grew up, to encourage her emphatic and exuberant individuality, were the legacy of English ancestors who felt no need to conform to what was ordinary but who certainly did not intend that a name’s spelling confer any untoward uniqueness.
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ONE JUNE AFTERNOON when Margarett was four, Mary Sutherland, called “Nanna,” dressed her in a light cotton dress, brown everyday stockings, and tie-up shoes. She parted Margarett’s black hair down the middle, splitting her widow’s peak, and tied the top back with white ribbon, leaving the rest soft around her ears. When Frank (called Papa, pronounced “Puppa”) got back to Wellesley from his office in Boston, the family gathered on the veranda and arranged themselves for a photographer. The portrait gives the impression, not of a young family exhibiting a concerted rush of solidarity, but of a constellation of individuals, each caught in a moment of settled, if not entirely comfortable, contemplation.

Jenny (Mama, pronounced “Mumma”) sits in a chair to the left, a bemused smile on her broad face. She wears a dark print dress with a black lace collar; her large hands rest on her lap. She is six months pregnant, but her figure looks merely matronly. There were no maternity clothes, and pregnancies were never mentioned.

In the center chair is Jane, the oldest, now fourteen. She’s dressed in a light print guimpe with full leghorn sleeves. Her delicate, dark-blond prettiness contrasts with her mother’s dark hair and olive skin. Her right elbow rests on the right arm of her chair, and her right hand cradles her small, inward-looking face. Her features are her father’s.

Harry, named for his father’s clipper ship brother, straddles a high stool between his mother and older sister, his right arm lolling across Jenny’s knee. He still wears a sailor suit, the cowlick at his hairline gives his forelock a life of its own. He gazes at us full on with a half-smile and wide-open eyes. Dan, a year younger, fixes us with steady six-year-old seriousness, standing as straight as the soldier uncle for whom he was named. His blond curls, still long, feather out below his ears, and his evenly trimmed bangs are undisturbed by cowlicks. No one else looks at the camera.

Frank, the eldest son, is twelve, old enough to wear a jacket and tie. He stands behind his mother and sister, arms at his sides, dark hair slicked back. He has his mother’s eyes and nose and smiles his mother’s smile. He looks down, perhaps at Jane; or perhaps at Margarett, with an older brother’s proprietary sweetness.

Papa and Margarett form the right flank of the photograph. Frank’s bald forehead seems inordinately vast because he looks down at the child who sits at his feet. Like her father, Margarett has an expansive brow. Like him she folds her hands in her lap, like him sits with legs firmly apart, her lace-yoked frock as slightly askew as the rumpled vest buttoned over his portly belly. It seems that his tender, concentrated gaze is all that keeps the unhappy, precociously disdainful, full-cheeked face of his “dear little Chump” from breaking into tears.

No more concrete diagnosis of Margarett’s early physical contrariness survives than that she was “sickly.” With her black hair and demanding temperament, she was not the daughter Jenny had hoped for. Alice’s replacement, a little girl named Ruth, arrived in 1896, and four-year-old Margarett protested vehemently with mind, body, and spirit. In Dan’s memory, she was “always crying, all the time.”

Even if her relations with her mother had been easier, Margarett would not have run to her. The Sargent children, in the care of their nanny, saw their parents only fleetingly. As time went by, Margarett’s protests became increasingly physical. She was sick so often that the Sargents eventually heeded Nanna’s complaints and hired a trained nurse to care for their difficult daughter. With Miss Whiteside, Margarett formed a kind of satellite realm, isolated from the hurly-burly of her brothers and from her baby sister. When her eyes, which were as startlingly blue as her father’s, weren’t shot red with tears, she was vomiting, and Miss Whiteside was cleaning up after her. As she lay pallid and green, swaddled in a steamer chair in the Wareham sun, Ruth toddled about, blond curls flowing to her shoulders. Jenny was enthralled. Ruth was the “pet of us all,” “never cried,” had “the most smiling face,” “always seemed to be happy.”

John Eldridge, the boatman at Wareham, took a look at Margarett one day and announced to Miss Whiteside that he could already see the flies gathering on her. Frank consulted specialists, but in spite of treatment after treatment, Margarett “did nothing but wail, day and night.” When she was six or seven, she was finally diagnosed as anemic and prescribed beef juice. If Miss Whiteside wasn’t looking, Margarett tossed it out or gave it to her cousin Gertrude Hunnewell, who always eagerly drank it. By the time a Viennese child specialist named Dr. Farr arrived in Boston to treat an Armour meat heiress, Frank was desperate enough to hire a foreign physician. “Dat is de stomach,” Margarett mimicked as Dr. Farr poked at her. “Doze are de looongs.”

Whatever her organic symptoms, Margarett’s ailment had the feel of rage and grief. Jenny was comforted by Jane and delighted by Ruth, but Margarett was a different kind of daughter. With her, Jenny was apt to feel uncomprehending, as powerless to comfort as she had been with her depressed and agitated mother. In a photograph taken at Ware-ham, her two younger daughters stand with their backs to the ocean. Margarett, taller and almost gawky, has her hand on Ruth’s shoulder. Ruth smiles right at the camera; Margarett looks down.

By the time she was eight, Margarett had recovered, and Miss Whiteside had left the household. His sister had become, in Dan’s words, “a cheerful little girl who happily raised tumbler pigeons in the barn at Wellesley.” Now that she was healthy, protest against her mother took a new form. Jane was demure and Ruth was adorable, so Margarett became a wild tomboy. Whenever she could, she played with her brothers and rose to their challenges. When they insisted she always be “it” in hide-and-seek, she did so. When her older brother Frank dared her to dive from the nursery sofa like the white angels on its red chintz, she did it and, landing on her head, didn’t cry at all.

Her brothers marveled as she became a family contender. At the Sargent dinner table, the currency was wit—and Margarett became the wittiest in a family of quick and charming tongues. When the boys teased her about her asymmetrical ears, she’d think up a retort that turned asymmetry to her advantage. When Harry, who tormented her about her looks, reported his fighting weight at the breakfast table, Margarett replied, “Was that before or after I manicured you?”

At Wellesley, Margarett enlisted her cousins Gertrude and Mary. She urged them up the circular stair of the tent Hollis built each June to shelter his blossoming rhododendrons; the three giggled down on his stuffy horticultural guests and zinged spitballs at Dan and their cousin Arnold Hunnewell, who played tag below. She coaxed them to take off their clothes, dive with her into the oat bin in the barn, and pretend to wash themselves with the dusty grain. Gertrude and Mary were content to watch their family sows cavort, but Margarett jumped into the pen, played with the piglets, and emerged proud and muddy. Her cousins considered the worst possible punishment a day without Margarett Sargent.

The three—Hunnewells dressed identically, Margarett a disheveled third with a strand of black hair in her mouth—were looked after by Nanna and the Hunnewells’ nurse, Marmie. They were given lessons by a succession of governesses, who came out on the train to supplement what they were taught during the winter at Miss Fiske’s kindergarten in Boston. One of the governesses, who happened to have a cold sore on her lip, so annoyed Margarett that she threw a ruler at her. When Gertrude asked if she regretted it, Margarett replied, to her astonishment, “Only that I missed.”

At the turn of the century, Wellesley was at its peak. French parterre gardens adorned the front lawn, and palm trees that wintered in the conservatory were planted outdoors for the summer. Greenhouses produced orchids and bananas, bushels of peaches, nectarines, and grapes, and the pinetum seemed a forest primeval when the three little girls gazed up at its murmuring hemlocks. From the shore, they would wave at their playboy cousin Hollis who’d shout salutations from the gondola he’d brought back from Venice, as the gondolier Rossetti, also imported from Venice, navigated.

On Sunday, the Sargents went to the Unitarian church down the road in South Natick, where Mr. Daniels, the fiery minister, preached emulation of the world’s three greatest men: the abolitionist senator Charles Sumner, the abolitionist agitator Wendell Phillips, and Jesus Christ. In a drawing she later made of herself as a child, Margarett, all dressed up, stands outdoors watching Tiger, her Boston terrier, relieve himself against a brilliant green bush hot with pink blooms. She has her back to us and wears a big feathered hat. “Sundays of course were different,” she scrawled in red across the bottom. “I wore plumes.”

In the spring of 1901, Frank Sargent went to Europe for the first time. He considered the Continent a world of undifferentiated wickedness and danger but declared he was now rich enough to afford to be cheated. Jenny, who hadn’t returned to Europe since her mother’s breakdown, refused to accompany him, so he took Jane, who had recently made her debut. Young Frank was at Groton, preparing for Harvard. Jane had passed the entrance exam for Radcliffe but had decided not to go; college would have been an unusual choice even for a serious young woman who voraciously read Channing’s sermons, Emerson’s essays, and William James. When they returned from Europe, Jane embarked upon the rituals of post-debutante life—gentlemen callers, house parties, and a club for young ladies called the Sewing Circle.

The four youngest—Harry was now thirteen, Dan eleven, Margarett nine, and Ruth five—still gathered, like Longfellow’s offspring, “Between the dark and the daylight, / When the light is beginning to lower” for that “pause in the day’s occupations, / That is known as the Children’s Hour.” Since they ate early and Nanna saw to all their needs, the hour when the servants had supper was the only scheduled time the younger children saw their parents. At five o’clock, Frank finished reading the Transcript, and Jenny put aside her needlework.

The summer parlor was a modest-size room hung with hunting prints, overstuffed and comfortable rather than stylish, dark rather than airy. Frank and Jenny had tea, and after the children chattered out news of the day, Ruth might sit on the floor, building cities with colored blocks, and Harry play a boisterous game of checkers with Mama. Dan watched Ruth, and Margarett climbed onto Papa’s lap. When the checkers were finished and the blocks built, all four clustered around Frank: Would he please tell them a story about Wyoming?

His stories always had a point. If he told how his brother Harry escaped Chinese pirates in two rowboats and saved the Phantoms gold, it was to remind them of their uncle’s courage. If he related how his brother Uncle Dan won swimming races in a river in Virginia with everyone in his company, then took up the challenge of the commander of the Confederate regiment camped on the opposite bank, it was to say something about the ironies of the Civil War. But Margarett always wanted a story about the West. They all wanted a story of the West.

“How many Indians did you kill?”

“Not a one.”

“How many cowboys did you shoot it out with?”

“Not a one, but I did hang one.”

“Tell us, oh tell us!”

And Frank would tell of being recruited for a posse, of a cattle thief who’d worked for him whom all the ranchers knew, and how such thieves were the ruin of ranchers. “We rode and rode and caught up with him,” Frank said, “then tried and convicted him and hung him from a tree.” But, he added, “I felt just a little seasick watching his face as the noose tightened around his neck!”

Some days Frank didn’t give in to their lust for true-to-life adventure. Instead, he simply burst into song—he had studied voice before going to Wyoming—”Daisy, Daisy, give me your answer true,” or, a favorite of his father’s, “I dreamt I dwelt in marble halls.” Once in a while, instead of singing or telling a story, he offered the specialty he reserved for Margarett, a recitation from memory, with stunning dramatic flair, of Longfellow’s “The Wreck of the Hesperus.”

A ship’s captain takes his daughter to sea on a stormy night, bundling her “warm in his seaman’s coat / Against the stinging blast.” A fog bell sounds in the distance. The daughter is frightened. She thinks she hears “the sound of guns,” but he pulls her closer, as Frank does Margarett, on his lap. Finally the ship hurtles like a matchbook from wave to wave, and the father lashes his daughter to the mast to keep her safe. Margarett puts her arms around Papa’s neck as the sea captain succumbs to “whistling sleet and snow,” leaving his daughter alone to pray to “Christ, who stilled the wave / On the Lake of Galilee.”

When morning comes, a fisherman walking the beach at Norman’s Woe, a short distance from where Margarett would spend her adult life, stops

... aghast,

To see the form of a maiden fair,

Lashed close to a drifting mast.

The salt-sea was frozen on her breast,

The salt tears in her eyes;

And he saw her hair, like the brown sea weed,

On the billows fall and rise.

In a photograph of Margarett and her father at Wareham taken the summer she was nine, she stands close to him on a dock. Both look past the camera into the distance. Frank sits on a railing, white trousers, shirt and tie, straw hat, eyes squinted against the sun. Margarett’s white eyelet collar billows from her shoulders, her small straw hat is held on by elastic under her chin. Her blue eyes are eerily pale, her face pretty and concentrated. She and Frank look like conspirators. This Margarett is safe in her father’s protection. The Weld boys down the road would have been surprised to hear she needed any protection at all. They named their rabbits Thunder, Chained Lightning, and Margarett Sargent.
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IN WAREHAM, the Sargents imagined themselves the Swiss Family Robinson. Their elephant of a house was subordinate to no white mansion, and no Commonwealth Avenue calling cards urged return visits. Margarett fished to her heart’s content and worshiped her brother Frank, who wore his necktie as a belt. Papa sang at dinner, “Do you remember Alice, Ben Bolt?” Unlike Wellesley or Boston, where the children ate separately, here everyone ate together at the large rectangular table, watched over by the mounted head of a Wyoming elk, all talking and arguing in good-humored loud voices.

Young Frank could not rest: Would he win a pennant at the yacht club next week? Would Papa consent, in a few years’ time, to his marrying the quiet young woman in the pink dress? The girl’s father had bad manners, Papa said. “And yet,” Frank declaimed, “it is written in the stars that we are to marry.” Harry and Dan, so inseparable a cousin called them “Harridan,” hung on their brother’s every miraculous word. He proclaimed his dreams, pacing the bluff, waving his arms. When Margarett learned her first words of French, her handsome older brother became her beloved François.

Papa was known to get so angry at Frank he would send him from the table, but his anger always passed like a summer storm, and it was his imperturbable temperament that kept the family on an even keel. Jenny rarely lost her temper, but she worried, and her worry hung on like a heat inversion, intensifying when her emotions were stormy, receding when they were calm.

Once, young Frank was late for dinner. He was seventeen, old enough to cross the bay by himself. Jenny fretted, wrung her hands. He could have drowned rowing back from the yacht club. He could have tripped and fallen walking back through the woods from Widow’s Cove. Unspoken was her real anxiety, his burgeoning sexuality. She insisted that everyone put on a wrap and set out in a search party. Papa carried a lantern, lighting the way down the long, narrow dirt road that led away from the house through a scrub pine forest. He didn’t say a word, nor did the children, but Jenny wailed, “O God, bring him back. Dear God, please bring back my son!”

After they had walked half a mile, Jenny turned abruptly back. Papa and the children followed. The house glimmered through the trees, blazed against the black salt grass, the royal-blue evening sky. There in the living room sat Frank, calmly reading the Boston Herald by the light of a kerosene lamp. “Where have you been?” he asked, standing up. “I arrived late for supper, having got stuck in the flats with my boat. I expected to find you all here.” Papa made sure Jenny never learned the truth, which Frank admitted some time later: he had spent the afternoon in Onset with a prostitute.

The summer Margarett was nine ended with the shooting of President McKinley, on September 6, 1901, in Buffalo. By September 11, the Sargents were back in Wellesley and the President was dead. “The assassination,” Hollis wrote in his diary, “by a vile anarchist, of our President McKinley, is causing profound grief and consternation throughout the whole country, and eighty seven millions of our people are mourning their great loss.”

One afternoon at the children’s hour, soon after the Sargents returned to Wellesley, Mama and Harry were playing checkers, Papa was telling Margarett and Dan a story, and Ruth was sitting in an easy chair, diddling with a small American flag. All at once she lay back, closed her eyes, and held the flag to her chest. Soon she had everyone’s mystified attention. “What are you doing?” they asked. No answer. They repeated the question, but she held her position, the serious expression on her face. “What on earth are you doing, Ruth?” Her mother’s emphasis provoked a reply. “I’m the little dead President,” she said with a smile. “Oh, Ruth,” Jenny gasped, her horror bringing everyone’s amusement up short. “You must never make fun of the dead!”

On New Year’s Day, 1902, Margarett began a diary: “January 1. 9 degrees. Pleasant. Skating with Harry and Dan.” She recorded a visit to Aunt Isabella’s “parrit,” an expedition to Miss Knight’s to get a new dress trimmed with a blue bow: “It is very pretty.” On Monday, January 6, she noted that she’d taken her broken skate to school to be fixed and that Ruth had “skarlet fever.” Tuesday it snowed all day, and on Wednesday, with Hope Thacher and Lily Sears, she built houses of snow. The following Monday, she stayed home: “they have got to have the school fumigated cause so many people in our school have got the skarlet fever.”

By February, Margarett was back at school, and Ruth had recovered enough to go outside. Late Friday morning, February 7, Nanna took Ruth up to Boylston Street to see the new streetcars. A coal wagon was backed up to a cellar hatch, its loading ramp obstructing the sidewalk. As Nanna took Ruth by the hand out into the street, the horse hitched to the coal cart shook its head. The rattle of his harness frightened Ruth, who let go of Nanna’s hand and ran across the tracks past an outward-bound streetcar onto the inward-bound track. A streetcar was coming down a grade, and the motorman’s vision was blocked by the car passing in the other direction. When he saw Ruth, he struggled to brake but succeeded only in preventing the car’s wheels from passing over her body, which the fender had already struck twice, killing her.

According to the Boston Herald report, “the nurse’s shrieks had attracted the attention of people for a block each way, and a crowd gathered in a twinkling. A multitude of brawny shoulders carefully raised the forward end of the car sufficiently to release the body, and it was conveyed to station 16, nearby.” Frank arrived at the station and “had no word of blame for the nurse.” He scarcely spoke to anyone.

Margarett had gone from school to the skating rink. Frank, home from Groton, had a game with Ruth planned for the afternoon but was out when Dan and Harry got home. Delia, the second parlormaid, met them at the door with the news, and because Jenny was at her father’s bedside in Wellesley, Hammond took them up to the New Riding School on Hemenway Street for the afternoon. “Was that your sister who was killed?” the riding master asked Dan.

The funeral was in the living room at 40 Hereford Street, pictures and mirrors draped in black. As Mr. Foote began the prayers, Gertrude Hunnewell saw Frank’s hand disappear into the fur muff Jenny wore on a chain around her neck. They stood that way, discreetly consoling each other for this break in their family, their five surviving children clustered around them, until the service was over. That night, Margarett wrote in her diary, “Ruth is dead. Imagen how I feel. She was run over by a car. It is ofly lonsome without her. If she was only liveing, how good I would be to her.”

After she confided Ruth’s death to her diary, Margarett did not write for a whole month. She told no one until she was in her eighties that when she misbehaved, Nanna scolded her by saying, “To think dear little Ruth was killed and you were left alive!” To have reported this would have required her to approach a mother caught up in a fever of grief. Eighty years after Ruth’s death, the walls at Wareham were thick with enlarged photographs of the little girl with blond curls, mere remnants of stacks stored in the attic after Jenny Sargent died.

No one spoke of Ruth after the funeral, and no one questioned Margarett about her feelings, all too clear in her diary entry: “If she was only liveing .. .” Well, Ruth was not alive, and so it was too late to be good to her. Margarett was now almost ten, and she began to put her considerable energy to the business of gaining her mother’s attention. In response, Jenny often enlisted Harry and Dan to keep their sister occupied, a task to which they did not take kindly. They were particularly irritated when Mama insisted one day that Margarett accompany them to Mr. Foster’s Saturday morning dancing class. She was still too young to join. Her looks would do them no credit—she was pale and always chewed that wisp of black hair—and aside from the fact that it was embarrassing on principle to have your younger sister and her nurse in tow, you never knew what Margarett would do.

The Tuileries stood on the shady side of Commonwealth Avenue and had, Dan wrote later, “a granite facade that befitted a building named after the royal palace in Paris.” The ballroom was to the left, and, in 1902, its chandeliers threw glistening blurs on a flawless parquet floor. Dan and Harry barely introduced Margarett to their friends, wary of seeming too responsible for her but not wishing to seem unchivalrous. Dancing was the pretext for Mr. Foster’s class, its actual purpose the passing on of etiquette.

Margarett waited as Nanna gave her wrap to the attendant, and then she entered the ballroom. When she saw the older girls curtsy to the two hostesses, she imitated them and then carefully took a seat on one of the painted gold chairs that stood in a row in front of a baroquely paneled, voluptuously rendered scene from the siege of the Tuileries in Paris on August 10, 1792.

Mr. Foster, a tall, lean man with a pointed red beard and white kid gloves, rose and called the march that always began the class. Margarett was behaving, and Dan was relieved enough to be able to notice how garishly the slaughter of the Swiss Guards was composed, when Mr. Foster, in the French accent he affected to camouflage his Cape Cod lineage, called the cotillion. Since Mademoiselle Sargent was the guest, she would lead off.

Margarett felt the thrust of Mr. Foster’s begloved wooden hand as he escorted her to the gold chair at the center of the room. She eagerly took the mirror and the lace handkerchief he handed to her, and listened to his instructions. In some cotillions, gentlemen were required to jump hurdles to greet ladies who offered lit tapers or biscuits. In this one, a gentleman came up behind until the lady saw his face in her mirror. If she did not wish to dance with him, she dismissed his attentions by brushing her lace handkerchief across the mirror’s surface.

Dressed in white, Margarett crossed her spindly legs, smoothed by Sunday-best stockings. She sat gazing into the mirror. The music began, and the boy whose name Mr. Foster called came up from behind. Margarett brushed his face from the mirror, and Mr. Foster called another name. Whom would she choose to escort her in the two-step? She dismissed the second boy, and a third. It was not proper to pass over more than two, but the music swelled, and Margarett dismissed one boy after another.

Dan and Harry looked at each other. There was just one boy left to be called. Mr. Foster maintained his composure: If acceptable manners were a paddock, Mademoiselle Marguerite had not yet jumped the fence. Would she choose Carl Searle? Dan and Harry could barely look. Margarett turned, smiled at her young man, and rose from the chair. As the pair two-stepped awkwardly around the hall, Dan gazed again at the slaughter of the Swiss Guards, wondering why on earth his sister had chosen a partner whose family was new to Boston and newly rich. When she heard the story, Aunt Mamy Hunnewell, Gertrude and Mary’s mother, told her daughters their cousin would surely come to a bad end.

If the Sargents were concerned about Margarett, they did nothing about it; they had a more pressing problem. Harry had become a bully who slugged his playmates; once, he hit Wanda, the Polish nurse who taught the boys German, and broke her finger. At fourteen, he could not tell right from left and had difficulty reading, so he was also considered “slow.” His anger wasn’t helped by the fact that Dan was a natural student, who, though a year younger, skipped a grade and surpassed Harry in his own class. Frank and Jenny determined to send the two boys to different boarding schools, but Dan wept until they broke their resolve. “A terrible mistake,” Aunt Mamy whispered to her daughters. The two were not separated until Dan was kept back at Groton so Harry could enter Harvard first.

It was Dan whom Margarett missed most when he left home. The spring before he went off to Groton, they’d had measles together. “We have a maid named Kelleher /1 would not say that she has curly hair,” was only one of the rhymes they composed as they lay sick. They also lampooned their brother Frank’s girl chasing and made a poem of Hammond at Wareham whistling to summon the crow with one white feather from the forest to his shoulder. During the days in the darkened room, they forged an alliance, which grew stronger as they grew up and she became an artist and he a poet. They were the family vaudeville team, contriving skits for family gatherings in which they ruthlessly mimicked this or that aunt, uncle, or cousin; rendered Hunnewell life from the point of view of the Wellesley gatekeeper, who taxidermized songbirds and enshrined them in glass globes; or, years later, acted out the sinking of the Titanic.

The theater fed their imaginations. Frank Sargent was a man apt to slip alone from his office to see Houdini, and he loved to take his children to Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Show or to Keith’s, the most reputable vaudeville house in Boston. “They say Buster Brown is a dwarf but I can’t believe it,” Margarett wrote when she was fourteen. “There were 491 children that went on the stage to get Buster Brown’s photo. We did not go but as the curtain went down, Buster Brown threw us half a dozen.” The act that drew her attention was Primrose’s Minstrels, led by Lew Dockstader, a big, lumbering man who performed in outsize clothes and huge shoes, combining clowning with blackface. “I laughed my insides out,” Margarett wrote. “Awfully good take-offs on ‘Deary’ and ‘Waltz Me Around Again Willie.’ Bully show.”

On the stage at Keith’s, the Irish, Italians, Jews, and blacks, mute or careful when Margarett encountered them as servants or saw them at a distance, became, with the actors’ magic, outspoken, brash, and funny. In the dark of the theater, audiences roared with laughter at behavior that in the light of day would have prompted them to purse their lips with disapproval. In her 1907 diary, Margarett wrote that she and Lily Sears had “fooled with a nigger.” The word her grandfather employed in his diary was “coon,” and one of Lew Dockstader’s hit songs was called “Coon Coon.” The minstrel show imported to the quiet boulevards of the Back Bay a diluted form of the racist terror then building in the South. Ironically, vaudeville, which imprisoned its performers in slapstick distortion, was Margarett’s first introduction to people different from herself. The performers she saw onstage seemed free and spirited, their behavior and difference an escape from the life against which she was forming a habit of rebellion.

To render the appearance of that life—animal, flower, beautiful household object—was considered a female skill like embroidery, and, like her cousins and friends, Margarett was sent to drawing class. At first, she drew things as she was taught, but soon she began to see how drawing could alter the world she found so dull: “Drew lion which I made look like a dachshund!” At Keith’s, she had learned that things were not always what they seemed, and now, in her drawing, she performed similar feats of transformation. Directed to sketch the gargoyles on the Gothic facade of a house across the street on Commonwealth Avenue, she told the instructor she would prefer to draw a glass of water, half empty. When he refused, Margarett left the class for good. Drawing had become part of her, but drawing on her own terms. Now she added quick caricatures and portraits to her entertainments at Hunnewell parties.

Margarett went to these drawing classes with E. and O. Ames, who appear often among the names that swarm her diaries. These were the daughters and sons of those her cousin Gertrude called “all the best people,” the covey of companions to whose lives Margarett’s life would be compared for the next seventy-five years. E. and O. and their cousin Helen Hooper preceded Margarett at the dressmaker’s, and Gertrude and Mary and she went to the same sewing class. Margarett took fancy dancing with Libby Silsbee and Hope Thacher—”I danced like a cook on a tightrope”—and ice-skating with Lily and Phyllis Sears—”Loads of lessons. Hang it.”

Like Gertrude and Mary at Wellesley, her Boston friends were willing lieutenants in mischief. E. Ames became Margarett’s best friend. They were “intimate,” E. said, using the word to describe the confidentiality of friendships in which certain rules of decorum are suspended. They were inseparable, Dan said, constantly spending the night at each other’s houses. “Margarett always made us do things,” E. said. “She made us have a play at the Arlington Street Church.” Everyone remembers that the play was called Edith and the Burglars; no one remembers the plot. Margarett wrote it, talked all her friends into doing it, and talked Paul Revere Frothingham into letting them perform it in his pristine sanctuary for a packed Back Bay audience.

When she was twelve, Margarett entered Miss Winsor’s School, located in buildings on Newbury and Marlborough Streets, within walking distance of the Sargents’ house on Hereford. Jane and the boys had commuted each day to Boston for school, but Margarett did her fall and spring work in Wellesley, supervised by tutors she shared with Gertrude and Mary. Mary Pickard Winsor was an austere and gifted teacher, who believed that a student’s behavior was as important as her academic performance. Gertrude Hunnewell joked that the only girls who met Miss Winsor were those who excelled and those who misbehaved. She herself hardly knew the headmistress, but Margarett, in time, came to know her very well.

Miss Winsor’s School did not capture Margarett’s imagination. She performed only when she was interested, and at least one teacher complained that she had no “power of concentration.” In science and math, she arduously progressed; cooking class was “fun”; and in French and German, she applied herself. She became a crack speller and an “appreciative and thoughtful” reader, and when the history teacher assigned a county map, she drew it with enthusiasm. She was judged “most unsteady” in preparing her daily theme, but she wrote with relish in the diary her teachers never saw: “Bully Great Danes and vile lap dogs, peachy setters.. . Delicious drooly English bulls . ..”

“Boys go back to Groton. It’ll be rotten without them,” Margarett wrote in January 1907. She was fourteen and the only child left at home. Riding was her salvation. She rode her pony, Logo, indoors at the New Riding Club, and Mr. Speare, the riding master, led trail rides in the Fenway. Girls rode sidesaddle, and Mrs. Ames, concerned her children would become “one-sided,” had a saddle made with its pommel on the right and special habits tailored so that E. and O. could alternate, riding right one day, left the next.

Margarett rode sidesaddle only when it was impossible to do otherwise. “Rode astride,” she exulted, “but I’ll get Hail Columbia.... We went like greased lightning. Jumped over stone walls, hurdles and brooks.” At the club, her riding soon drew the admiration of the older girls. “Am smashed on Alice Thorndike,” Margarett wrote. And later, “Am smashed on Eleo and A. Thorndike.” To be “smashed” was to have a crush. Eleanora Sears had greeted Margarett once at Wareham with a patronizing “Hello, Freckletop.” Now Alice had asked her to ride Jack Rabbit, her pony, in the club horse show! Margarett jumped her own Logo “splendidly,” and then rode Jack Rabbit to first place. Victory brought “the dearest pin” from Alice and a surge of invitations to ride other ponies in the next show. Even the riding master was impressed; ‘‘Mr. Speare wanted me to ride Miss Wheelwright’s horse.” But “Ma and Pa say jumping two horses is enough. Damn it!”

“I am always looking for Margarett to make a start in her lessons,” Miss Winsor wrote on her 1907 report card. “A change in behavior must come first, and it is my firm belief that that is coming at once.” She was wrong. Margarett had her own priorities. She considered her pony an “angelic angel,” but called her teacher “a pig.” A week after he 1907 report card, the school boiler burst and school was dismissed. Margarett let out a whoop of pleasure, and the headmistress sternly tapped her on the shoulder. “Miss Mary P. Winsor has got a prison,” Margarett snarled in her diary later that winter.

The Sargents did nothing about their daughter’s discontent. Jenny thought she could scold it away, and Frank was bemused, believing that in time Margarett would naturally follow Jane into the rites of womanhood. But the two sisters were very different. Jane had never been known for fights with teachers or desires to ride too many horses. Late in 1906, at twenty-four, she became engaged to David Cheever, Harvard ‘97, a young surgeon and an instructor at the Harvard Medical School. They would marry in June. On February 7, 1907, Margarett wrote in her diary, “Jane has asked me to be bridesmaid. I am thrilled!”

The day of the wedding, Hammond, in borrowed high boots and a top hat, drove Jane and Papa to the Unitarian church in the Sargents’ only closed carriage, and Paul Revere Frothingham led the couple through their vows.
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