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To my children, C & E—for helping me unlearn so much and teaching me anew; for grounding me in daily practices of care; and for tethering me to this world

and to Judith, in loving memory, for everything.





I like the unpath best.

—Nan Shepherd, The Living Mountain






INTRODUCTION

On the morning of August 22, 1961, an assistant editor at the illustrious New York publishing house Alfred A. Knopf went to work. It was quiet when she arrived. The publishing industry ground nearly to a halt in those dog days of summer. The senior editors were all away, in the countryside or at the beach. They’d given their secretaries leave, too, and all those typewriters, which usually filled the office with their relentless clacking, for once stood silent. The air was still and thick.

The editor made her way to her desk, the one she’d been assigned amid the typing pool; she was always getting lumped in with “the girls” at Knopf. Piles of marked-up manuscript pages and neat stacks of interoffice memos stood like sentinels on either side of her typewriter. She had loads of work to do. She hung her purse on the back of her chair, sat down, smoothed her skirt, and began to type: “Dear Miss Plath: Sylvia, We have only just received from England the signed contract from Heinemann’s for their Colossus and other poems—incredible how official wheels seem to grind so slowly sometimes! So I am hastening to write you now to let you know that we are scheduling the book for Spring, April ’62 and are ready to put it into production…. I am delighted to see that we are finally under way.”

In March of that year, the editor had turned thirty-seven. It wasn’t a notable birthday, per se, but it was shaping up to be a very big year, one that would herald her arrival as a literary tastemaker and foretell a legendary career.

The editor had fought to acquire the American rights to Sylvia Plath’s debut poetry collection, The Colossus. Plath was then twenty-seven, and balancing a baby on her hip. Few poets ever grow famous, but the editor sensed in Plath a level of ambition and discipline, and an originality of voice, that suggested she might prove an exception.

The editor had also recently begun working with John Updike. The thirty-year-old writer was astonishingly prolific; he put out his first books of poems and short stories, as well as his debut novel, all within the space of two years. Updike had requested to work with her himself. He wasn’t the only one vying for her attention. In February 1960, the Pulitzer Prize–winning poet Theodore Roethke had written her, asking if she would help facilitate Knopf’s publication of his 1959 National Book Award–winning collection, Words for the Wind, in paperback.

And then there was a cookbook, one written by two French women, Simone Beck and Louisette Bertholle, and an American named Julia Child. All three were entirely unknown. Knopf didn’t publish cookbooks often; they weren’t seen as literary enough in subject or form. But the editor, an enthusiastic eater and cook herself, had convinced her bosses to take a chance on this one in the spring of 1960. She believed the French cookbook had the potential to revolutionize home cooking in America. The editor had been working on the manuscript for more than a year by then. Knopf would publish it that fall.



The editor was Judith Jones, and though you may not know her name, you know her work: The Diary of Anne Frank. Mastering the Art of French Cooking. The entire oeuvre of John Updike and decades’ worth of work by Anne Tyler. The work of John Hersey and William Maxwell, longtime New Yorker editor and author in his own right. The poems of Thomas Kinsella and Langston Hughes; William Meredith, Sylvia Plath, and Sharon Olds. A roster of cookbook authors that reads like a veritable culinary hall of fame—Claudia Roden; Edna Lewis; Marion Cunningham; Irene Kuo; Marcella Hazan; Madhur Jaffrey; Joan Nathan; M. F. K. Fisher; Lidia Bastianich; James Beard; and, most famously, Julia Child. Judith’s career was astonishingly wide-ranging and long; she was an editor at Alfred A. Knopf for more than fifty years. Commenting on Judith’s career in 1986, John Hersey said Judith was “one of the few remaining editors who fulfill the whole range of the editor’s function rather than merely a packager of books.” Knopf’s longtime editor in chief Sonny Mehta called Judith’s “body of work as an editor… unrivaled in the industry.”



Judith Jones began at Knopf in 1957, in the midst of a transformative era in American culture at large and in American womanhood, more specifically. In the 1940s, women had been called into public service on behalf of the war effort, but when World War II drew to a close, they were sent back into the domestic realm again. Dominant postwar rhetoric suggested that women’s patriotic duty was to relinquish the paid work outside the home they’d taken on. Returning male soldiers, the thinking went, needed their jobs back. Some women were relieved by the return to more traditional gendered roles, while others resented the postwar conservative turn. Regardless, many women felt they had no choice but to give themselves over to marriage, motherhood, and keeping house. Then, in 1960, the Food and Drug Administration approved the birth control pill. The ability to separate sex from childbearing offered women unprecedented control over their bodies and lives. The notion of modern womanhood was up for grabs. While the emergent second wave feminist movement squared off against media-driven notions that women should settle for the role of mother and housewife, Judith fashioned an unorthodox womanhood—in both her career and larger life—all her own.

Judith rose through the ranks of publishing when it was an industry still dominated by men. Her editorial oeuvre is a reflection of her perspicacity. Judith’s books embody the cultural tensions of her times, illuminating the friction between women’s private and public lives, and explore both the expectations foisted on them and their desires for themselves. Several of those books are today considered part of the feminist canon: the homoerotic fiction of Elizabeth Bowen; Florida Scott-Maxwell’s writing on women and aging; a theoretical monograph on androgyny by Carolyn Heilbrun; and the searingly honest explorations of motherhood, marital strife, and mental illness in Sylvia Plath’s verse. The dozens of cookbooks Judith published—the majority penned by women—blurred the lines between embodied knowledge, caregiving, and art. And while she may not have had explicitly feminist aims, Judith’s work had major political impact. It changed the possibilities Americans—especially American women—saw for themselves.



Judith Jones left an indelible imprint on American letters and culture, but the story of her remarkable life and career is largely unknown. This is, in part, deliberate. The work of editors is inconspicuous by design, their labor playing out behind the curtain. Editors work in the service of their authors, not themselves, and their touch is meant to be difficult, if not impossible, for readers to see. The novelist Anne Tyler called Judith’s style “very delicate and graceful, almost weightless.” To read Judith’s authors is to encounter “the invisible hand of an extraordinary editor,” said journalist Laura Shapiro. “Of course you don’t see her. That’s why she was great.”



The scope of editors’ role is little understood, even by the most avid readers. Editors’ work extends far beyond moving words around on a page. They are shepherds of individual authors’ careers, and responsible for the literary landscape as a whole. They must, at once, remain laser focused on their writers’ specific needs, while keeping abreast of shifts in the culture at large. They are alternately called upon to be confidants and careful readers, patient coaches, and taskmasters. The role requires a business mind and a capacity for intimacy. A good editor is agile enough to navigate between these demands and sensitive enough to understand which to inhabit, and when. To possess such a wide array of skills is rare; to choose to spend one’s life in service of the role is an act of devotion. Editing is more vocation than job. Judith spent her life answering the call.

Judith’s invisibility, though, cannot entirely be chalked up to her position behind the scenes. Her veiled historical import owes much to the fact that she is a woman; misogyny shaped the arc of her life and career and continues to diminish her legacy today. Judith’s impact on American culture and literature has been further muted due to the genre with which, to the extent she is known at all, she is associated: cookbooks.

While, in twenty-first century America, food is firmly ensconced at the center of our culture, books about food were (and to some extent still are) treated with an air of condescension by the literary world. Despite their popularity, cookbooks are often viewed as technical manuals rather than vessels of story, memory, and voice; and their authors are often seen as artisans rather than artists. Making cookbooks demands tremendous precision, creativity, expertise, and huge quantities of labor and time. Like the day in and day out labor of cooking itself, most books about food are written and edited by women. And like that quotidian work and those who perform it, writing about food is not only undervalued but often completely unnoticed. It is unsurprising, then, if no less troubling, that writers who choose food as their subject are often met with disregard, and that cookbooks’ most famous editor was similarly patronized throughout her lifetime. “For a long time, the women—and they were usually women—who wrote about food were treated as second-class citizens,” Judith said in a 2015 interview. “All because they cook!”

To Judith, all forms of writing had a place. She believed cookbooks deserved the same careful attention and editorial rigor as fiction, memoir, essay, and poetry. She was “imaginative, versatile, fascinated with stories, curious about people and places, a deft wordsmith and above all insatiable for the pleasures of… cooking,” wrote Kim Severson in Judith’s New York Times obituary. “[S]he built her reputation on finding well-educated, underappreciated cooks like [Marion] Cunningham, Marcella Hazan and Madhur Jaffrey, turning them into stars.” With her deft editorial hand and keen cultural sensibility, Judith shepherded into print cookbooks that redefined the form, books threaded through with quiet but fierce political resistance. “Food started getting serious respect largely because of her,” said Ruth Reichl, former restaurant critic for the New York Times and the final editor of Gourmet. “When you talk about the cookbook revolution, she was the revolution,” Reichl said. Yet even as Judith’s reputation as a cookbook editor grew, she was wary of being pigeonholed. “I never wanted to be identified as just this or just that,” she told me.

While Judith was a brilliant editor with worldly, catholic tastes, she, like everyone, contained biases that shaped her worldview. History has revealed her blind spots: She passed on Sylvia Plath’s The Bell Jar, cautioned her Knopf editor in chief not to take on The Collected Poems of Frank O’Hara, and twice rejected the stories of Alice Munro, who went on to win a Nobel Prize. In cookbooks, especially early in her career, Judith was prone to flattening the perspectives of her authors of color. In her desire to make the “exotic” more appealing to an audience largely assumed to be white, she too often excised nuances of her authors’ identities, especially elements of race and class. Judith wasn’t perfect. There were paradoxes in her work and in her presentation of self.

Those close to Judith experienced her as sensuous and playful, even mischievous. She was tender of heart, a romantic in many ways; deeply spiritual and highly spirited. But at work, she projected reserve. Her public persona was a product of her discipline, rigor, and commitment to her work. A practiced restraint. Judith learned early on to be judicious in how, and to whom, she directed her attention and energy. To mete out her resources with care. But when Judith gave of herself, it was with her whole self, so fully that she was sometimes left with diminished reserves for those in her personal life. For all these reasons, both systematic and specific, Judith has remained a liminal figure in history.



In 2007, when Judith was eighty-three years old, she published a memoir called The Tenth Muse: My Life in Food. I was in college when I stumbled upon the book in a shop one day. I’d never heard of Judith Jones before, but I was interested in food, and The Tenth Muse’s subtitle caught my eye. I bought the book on a whim.

The Tenth Muse is fun—a sunny romp through postwar Paris and the greatest hits of twentieth century American food culture—but it lacks interiority. In telling her own story, Judith glossed over her larger literary life. She also elided her disappointments, hard choices, mistakes, and pain. I had a hunch Judith had lived a more complicated life than the one she broadcast to the world, but it wasn’t until I was given an opportunity to spend several months interviewing her about her life and work in food that I would begin to understand.



Judith was eighty-eight years old and newly retired when first we met. She was tiny—no more than five feet tall, and slim as a green bean. Her white hair was cut in a girlish bob. She wore her age like a fact: Neither good nor bad. Just true. Intractable. Our work together took place across six months in 2013, first at Judith’s apartment on Manhattan’s Upper East Side, and later that summer at her second home in northern Vermont. We always cooked and ate. Working in the kitchen and sharing in the pleasures of the table laid the foundation for our rapport. We sniffed and squeezed, chopped and stirred. We licked our fingers. We didn’t use recipes but were guided instead by instinct, experience, and one another’s input. We came to know and trust each other that way. Only after the dishes were done and the coffee poured did we begin our interviews. On some matters, Judith was forthcoming, barely needing my prompting. On others, she remained guarded and reticent. Our conversations were hours long and full of digressions, intimate details, and active reflection on past events. Many of Judith’s revelations surprised me. Judith told me they surprised her, too.

After the project was complete and I’d sent the interviews off to be archived, we remained in each other’s lives. We’d become confidants. Friends.

In 2015, after more than nine decades of robustness, Judith’s health took a sharp turn. And in 2017, at ninety-three years old, Judith succumbed to Alzheimer’s. At Judith’s memorial service for family and friends in Vermont, her stepdaughter, Bronwyn Dunne, pulled me aside. She asked if I’d like to come to Judith’s apartment to have a look at her personal papers. I’d written a bit about Judith, Bronwyn knew, and thought I might be interested. There was a lot of material, she told me. Two rooms full.

I missed Judith, and I saw Bronwyn’s offering as both an opportunity and a gift: More time to think about Judith. To be with her. To look for clues to questions about her that still lingered in my mind, the ones she hadn’t answered or I hadn’t yet known to ask when she was alive. And so I said yes.

It took more than a year for me to make a first pass through the material; it went all the way back to the 1930s, when Judith was a girl. I read through correspondence with family members and friends, former lovers and longtime authors. Her photographs, notebooks, and papers deepened my understanding of who she’d been as both a person and an editor. I gained insight not only into how Judith worked but into her motivations and preferences as well. The more I learned, the more I realized Judith had a much more complex story than the one she’d written about herself.

I began reading everything I could get my hands on about Judith, but there was precious little of substance. She shows up in fleeting moments in biographies of some of her authors and former colleagues. In the late 1990s, when The Diary of Anne Frank was adapted for the stage, her role in the book’s publication was finally made public, and a short-lived flurry of publicity celebrated her foresight in regard to that book. When she published The Tenth Muse, food publications buzzed for a while, acknowledging the huge mark she’d left on the field. Most often, when Judith’s name surfaced, it was in concert with Julia Child’s. There, Judith was portrayed as something of a sidekick rather than a decades-long collaborator and major player in the formation of Julia’s career. Nowhere could I find a depiction of Judith that even suggested the reaches of her curiosity and sophistication, her complexity and acumen, her savvy and her guile; the extent of her effect on our lives—what we cook and eat, the stories we read and the ones we tell—and the literary and publishing communities at large. This book is my attempt to give the editor, the woman, her due.



Judith’s personal papers go back to her girlhood, beginning with journals and correspondence from the 1930s. I’ve read hundreds of Judith’s handwritten letters, and they’ve given me invaluable insight into her earlier life. The Knopf archive at the Ransom Center at the University of Texas at Austin holds a great deal of Judith’s professional correspondence from her first two decades working at the publishing house. When Judith began there in the 1950s, all official Knopf correspondence was typed in triplicate, with a carbon copy for the writer, the recipient, and the archive. Those years of fastidious paper-based communication and systematic filing of records at Knopf make up the most thoroughly illuminated period of Judith’s working life. With the advent of the fax machine, publishing’s day-to-day functioning changed significantly, as did the volume of paper in the archive. Later, email—which Judith never got the hang of, relying on assistants and friends for help—supplanted faxing, and the record of written communications on paper thins further still. Much from Judith’s later decades at the house is scattered; and the editorial files for some of her authors are incomplete, or missing altogether. Where possible, I helped fill in the gaps by speaking with Judith’s colleagues, authors, family, and friends. But some I couldn’t track down, while others declined to be interviewed or go on record. And many of those who knew Judith, especially in her younger years, were long gone by the time I began work on this book.

Even the most complete archives can’t tell the entire story of a life. Intimacies Judith exchanged with lovers and friends, small talk made around the office and conversations over meals, telephone calls, trips taken, and walks in the park and along Vermont’s quiet dirt roads. Desires and disappointments never named. Secrets kept. Most of what constitutes any life goes undocumented, and Judith’s was no exception to that rule. All of which is to say, absences have shaped this book as much as the materials available to me.

Judith worked with well over a hundred writers in her lifetime. To try to tell the story of her relationship to all of them would result in an unreadably long and dense book. Rather than exhaustive, I’ve been selective in attempting to show the full arc of Judith’s life from her childhood until her final days. I’ve given priority to those authors who played a particularly important role in Judith’s life’s trajectory, and those that mark important moments in the evolution of her taste over time. The Judith Jones we encounter in these pages is an amalgam of what I learned of Judith through the materials she left behind and how I experienced her in real time. Which is to say, the story of Judith told here is not the only one possible, but rather a particular telling, cast through the lens of a lived relationship, one that unfolded at a time in which Judith was looking back on her life as it neared its end. This book not a definitive biography but an intimate portrait, one that aims to highlight Judith’s prescience and outsize influence on American culture and to humanize her—from girlhood through old age—as well.



A note on names: I refer to Judith by her first name throughout this book. Judith was the name by which I called her when she was alive, and the name that everyone I spoke to about her used as well. For all others who appear in these pages, I’ve taken a more flexible approach, using full or last names when referencing published work, public life, or professional roles, and first names when showcasing Judith’s more familiar correspondence and closer relationships, including the many she cultivated with her authors over time.

And one final note: everyone has a right to tell their own story, and to have their experience accepted as their truth. I’ve hewn as close to the essence of Judith, as I knew her, as I could in rendering her in this work. She was a woman preoccupied with voice. In keeping with that spirit, I’ve let Judith speak for herself wherever possible, in her own words.




CHAPTER 1

In January 1942, Judith showed up at 14 West 49th Street for her first day of work at Doubleday, Doran & Company. She was seventeen years old. As she crossed the street to the office’s entrance, she tipped her face skyward. The building before her soared into the sky, light glinting off its windows. The publishing house’s offices were in Rockefeller Center, into which oil tycoon John D. Rockefeller had driven the final rivet in November 1939. More than forty thousand people had been employed in the development’s construction; it was the largest private building project of its time. Stars studded the marquee at Radio City Music Hall; King Kong premiered there. National Velvet did, too. There was a sunken skating rink and the Rainbow Room restaurant; high on the sixty-fifth floor, where the dance floor rotated and a big band played. Joan Crawford, Bette Davis, Marlene Dietrich, and Laurence Olivier all dined there. It was a place to see and be seen. A modern New York City sensation. The building was terribly imposing. Judith pushed eagerly through the glass doors and into the soaring lobby.

Just a month earlier, on December 7, 1941, Japan had launched an attack on Pearl Harbor. President Franklin Delano Roosevelt declared it “a date which will live in infamy.” Suddenly, the United States was at war. Anticipating the country’s being drawn into the global conflict, FDR had instituted a peacetime draft in September 1940. Swarms of men enlisted voluntarily. By the end of 1941, the U.S. military was 2.2 million strong. Initiatives sprung up to support the war effort on the home front, too. Sacrifices had to be made, and jobs, abandoned overnight by American men, needed filling. Everyone was expected to do their part. Everything was changing, and fast.

Judith wasn’t one to sit idly by. She wanted a way to make sense of what was happening around her and was hungry to contribute in some way; Judith had always been hungry. But for a young woman of genteel means, that path wasn’t immediately clear. So Judith began with what she knew: stories and words. She understood their power and potential. All her life, they had moved her. Shaped her. Judith thought that maybe, just maybe, she could make her mark in that world, the world of books. She wasn’t sure just how, but she was young, a quick study, and full of gumption. And she was determined to try. Judith couldn’t wait to get inside.



Judith Fifield Bailey was born on March 10, 1924. She was the second daughter of Charles “Monty” Bailey, a lawyer from Montpelier, Vermont; and Phyllis Hedley Bailey, the youngest of three sisters whose family had moved to New York to chase opportunities in the pharmaceutical industry. The Bailey family lived at 139 East 66th Street, an unremarkable nine-story brick apartment building between Third and Lexington Avenues on Manhattan’s Upper East Side. Phyllis’s two sisters, Hilda and Helen, also lived in the building with their respective husbands and children, and the three family factions owned and managed the building cooperatively. They raised their children that way, too. Judith; her older sister, Susan; and their cousins all shared a nanny. And it was she, not the children’s parents, who did most of the day-to-day caregiving work.



Judith’s mother, Phyllis, and her sisters had been groomed their whole lives to climb the social ladder and become ladies of society. And though 139 East 66th Street wasn’t the ultimate Manhattan address, it was the most the Hedley sisters and their respective husbands had been able to afford. They hitched their fate to the belief that their real estate investment would appreciate over time and that the property’s proximity to the limestone mansions of Park Avenue and Millionaires’ Row on Fifth Avenue would both symbolize and secure the extended family’s class ascent.

Phyllis aspired to an image of flawlessness, and raised her daughters to follow in her image, expecting them to be impeccable in every way. But from an early age, Judith didn’t conform. As a girl, she was often sickly, and, as such, she spent a great deal of time in bed, alone save for the family’s dog and a book propped against her knees. She read children’s picture books in her younger years, and later, poetry and Scripture; the Baileys were practicing Christians. Judith was drawn to the beautiful language she discovered in books. Stories and verse of all kinds helped Judith envision a life richer and deeper than the one she was being raised to lead. Books provided Judith some solace and escape, but only in mind. The more she read, the more she longed to know and feel firsthand that which existed outside of her cloistered childhood milieu.



The building at 139 East 66th was a world of formality, prescribed roles, and high expectations. The fathers went to work, while the mothers focused on socializing and running their households. Judith’s mother was markedly disciplined in her management of hers. Though she never worked outside the home, Phyllis wielded her organizational skills nonetheless. She designed and sewed the family’s drapery, bedspreads, and her daughters’ clothes. She orchestrated her family’s social lives and planned all of their meals, ordering produce from the local greengrocer, and the neighborhood butcher by phone. “My mother,” Judith would later say, “was an expert.” What Phyllis was not was nurturing or warm. For that, there was the kitchen, and in it, Edie.

Phyllis hardly set foot in the family’s kitchen; a woman of standing, she believed, didn’t dirty her hands with household work unnecessarily. It was Edie, the Baileys’ domestic employee, who cooked. Judith was drawn to the kitchen, and spent all the time there with Edie that she could. She felt alive and at ease amid the pots and pans and the sounds of dough slapping on the countertop, the plop-plop of cake batter being mixed in a big ceramic bowl. Sometimes, Judith helped grate blocks of cheddar for macaroni and cheese, or melt butter for dipping artichoke leaves. While she worked, Edie often told Judith about her childhood in Barbados; she spoke of the island’s red dirt, the fruit that grew in wild abundance there, and local dishes seasoned with hot peppers. Edie’s stories lit up Judith’s imagination; they were the girl’s first exposure to a culture other than her own. “I just loved her,” Judith told me, “because I saw a world beyond, somehow.”

At mealtime, though, Judith had to tuck away her curiosity and interest in all things food. She and her sister were expected to eat quietly and to be well-mannered, pretty, and neat. “I was told never to mention the food at the table,” Judith told me. “You didn’t talk about mundane things like that.” Phyllis considered food as vulgar a subject of conversation as sex. A lady didn’t take pleasure in eating, nor did she give voice to her hungers. But “I was a little rebel!” Judith told me. “I think that’s when you learn. It’s that wonderful sense of growing up, of freeing yourself and finding your own world.”



Judith wished for even more distance from Phyllis’s reign than her afternoons with Edie could provide. From her youngest years, she’d wished her family lived in Vermont, Monty’s home state, and the place where he and Phyllis had met and courted. Judith’s father’s branch of the family was utterly unlike uptight Phyllis and the Hedley sisters’ side. The Baileys were engaged, hearty, pragmatic people, especially the women. They worked hard and relished fun, and Judith loved to be around them. When Phyllis packed up the girls to head back home from their long stays in the Green Mountain State each summer, Judith rued having to return to New York. She felt far more at ease in Vermont than she did in the big city. “I used to stamp my feet as a little girl and say, ‘I’m not a New Yorker, I’m a Vermonter!’ ” she told me.

In 1935, when she was eleven years old, Judith talked her parents into letting her spend a year living with her paternal grandmother, Fannie Hubbard Bailey, in Montpelier. Judith mounted a convincing argument. Earlier that spring, she had flunked the entry exam for the elite Brearley School, where Phyllis insisted her girls attend high school. Judith would have to repeat eighth grade. Judith proposed that instead she attend public school in Vermont for a year, get her grades up, and then retake the admissions test. She made a point of emphasizing that Monty and Phyllis would save a year’s worth of expensive private school tuition. It was a crafty maneuver on Judith’s part: the family was feeling the strain of the Great Depression, and while they still lived in comfort and privilege, they were struggling to pay the mortgage on the building and to keep up appearances. After hemming and hawing, Judith’s parents agreed to let her go. And so, at the end of August 1935, when the rest of the Bailey family headed home to Manhattan after their annual holiday in Greensboro, Judith took the train thirty miles southwest to Montpelier instead. “I was going to Vermont to grow up,” she later said.

Fannie Bailey—“Nanny” to Judith—was a force. Since her husband’s death in 1925, she’d lived alone in the big clapboard house at a bend in the Winooski River where Judith’s father grew up. The house stood at the corner of State Street and the eponymous Bailey Avenue; the Baileys were that kind of family in Vermont. They’d been one of the earliest white families to settle the state, and Bailey kin were everywhere, with their hands in everything from state politics to infrastructure, medicine to manufacturing. Fannie’s late husband, Burnside B. Bailey, had worked for the Central Vermont Railway and later became deputy secretary of Vermont.

Fannie took the obligations of prominence seriously; all her life, she served on boards and worked in service of those less fortunate than she. As a young child, Judith had discovered her grandmother fed hoboes, carving a special symbol in an elm tree in the yard to signal that her house was a safe haven, a place where one could warm up and get a free meal. Fannie was upstanding, but also had a “deliciously mischievous” streak. Most days, after school, Judith did her homework while Fannie sipped sherry by the fire. But every Monday, Judith and her grandmother walked arm in arm to the cinema downtown. Afterward, they went to Jackson’s pharmacy for ice cream sodas.

Fannie fostered Judith’s independence, offering her granddaughter a chance to explore and develop on her own. She sent Judith horseback riding on golden autumn days, and in winter, out to play in the deep snow. Judith rode her bicycle all over Montpelier, and had sleepovers with friends at her aunt Marian’s, just down the street from Fannie’s house. Marian was a marvelous cook, and though she could’ve afforded to hire someone to do the work for her—her husband was a prominent general practitioner in town—Marian preferred to prepare meals herself. “Cooking with love was such an expression of her feelings for her household and her family,” Judith later said. “That got to me.” When Judith stayed the night at her aunt’s house, she’d wake to the smell of breakfast. Sometimes there were popovers “a mile high,” which Judith slathered with “thick layers of jam and cream.” Marian relished the pleasure her niece took in her cooking, and, unlike Phyllis, she encouraged Judith to indulge her appetite.



Judith kept her word to her parents, making the honor roll at school in Montpelier amid all the fun. She handily passed Brearley’s entrance exam on her second go, and began high school there in the fall of 1936. Judith’s classmates recognized something remarkable in her—in the yearbook, they called her “lovable” and “magnetic,” “a rare individual with a great attraction for all kinds of people”—but Judith did not return their high regard. On the contrary; she found her classmates as dull and colorless as the East River that coursed beside the school.

Privately, she mocked them. In a notebook, she wrote:


Oh, sing a song of Brearley

A school house full of bores

Full of fat and thin girls working on their chores.

Oh the typical Brearley girl is a worthy dame

But just like her friends she’s exactly the same.



As graduation neared, Judith’s classmates split into two groups: those already engaged and headed for the altar, and those who intended to enroll in college. The latter wasn’t so much a different path as a way of delaying arrival at the same eventual outcome: women’s colleges at the time were seen as holding pens for young ladies while they awaited a suitable proposal of marriage. All that education was but further grooming for future wives and meant, it was implied, to be tucked away once a woman wed. Judith, who had aspirations beyond becoming a mother and wife (and, as of yet, no real prospect for a husband anyway), wanted a place that would act as more than an advanced finishing school, somewhere that would challenge her and broaden her worldview. While many of her Brearley peers eagerly applied to the prestigious Seven Sisters colleges—Vassar, Wellesley, Barnard, Mount Holyoke, Smith, Radcliffe, and Bryn Mawr—Judith had eyes only for Bennington College.

Bennington, which had enrolled its first class in 1932, was at the vanguard of liberal arts education. The college regarded “education as a sensual and ethical, no less than an intellectual, process,” and strove to nurture its students’ whole person, in body, mind, and spirit. The curriculum emphasized hands-on experience and self-directed learning. Plus, it was in Vermont, and Judith was dying to put some distance between herself and New York.

Judith had long found her mother’s snobbish class consciousness distasteful, but as Judith grew older, it had become downright suffocating. Phyllis kept a copy of the social register—an index of phone numbers and addresses of the who’s who of New York society—by the telephone, a constant reminder to her daughters of who she believed they were and who she expected them to be. So when Judith received a letter of acceptance from Bennington in the spring of 1941, she didn’t have to think twice. It felt like her ticket out.



Judith chose Bennington for its progressive ethos, but when she applied, she hadn’t realized just how high the caliber of teaching was at the school, nor how much it would affect what she would be exposed to and how she would learn. The college prized the literary and performing arts especially, and recruited those at the cutting edge of their crafts in an attempt to prepare young women students for a changing world. When Judith started her first term in the autumn of 1941, the faculty included the poet Léonie Adams, who would be appointed seventh Consultant in Poetry to the Library of Congress (the role that, since 1986, has been known as Poet Laureate Consultant of Poetry, and, colloquially, as Poet Laureate of the United States) in 1948, and her husband, the critic William Troy. Catharine “Kit” Osgood Foster was both a well-regarded literary scholar and a beloved teacher. The economist Lewis Webster Jones, one of Bennington’s founders and, as of 1941, the college’s new president, still taught classes. Peter F. Drucker, a sociologist and philosophy-minded economist, was known to be especially tough in the classroom. He became a favorite of Judith’s. “You’d make some broad statement, as you do when you’re young, and think you have all the answers,” Judith told me. “But he would get you out on that limb and keep pushing with questions until soon you were left having made yourself quite foolish. It was brilliant! I never saw such good teaching.”

Each winter, Bennington dismissed its students for an extended recess during which they were expected to travel or work, and to seek “the educational advantages of metropolitan life.” The message was clear: Bennington believed a woman could be more than a wife and mother. She could have a career.

Judith had started college with an interest in literature. When it came time to choose a place for her winter work placement, Judith perused Bennington’s list of places that hosted student workers and noted Doubleday was on it. Working in publishing seemed a good way to get closer to the world of books, to understand how they came into being, and associate with the people who wrote and made them. A family friend of the Baileys who knew someone at the publishing company wrote Judith a nice letter of recommendation. And with that, she was in.



By the time Judith began at Doubleday, American book publishing had evolved from a decentralized niche business to a cultural powerhouse industry. The book business had arrived in the current day United States with early European settlers, but for centuries, its reach was limited due to the high cost of printing and shipping and low literacy rates. In the late nineteenth century, the industry expanded rapidly on the heels of wartime innovations in technology and the expansion of the nation’s railroads. And by the turn of the twentieth century, New York City had become the firmly established center of American publishing.

Publishing houses, known as shops, or “houses” in book business parlance, grew in number; and with the industry’s growth came changes to its structure. Literary agents began to play an important role, acting as middlemen between writers and publishing houses. Payment to authors and their agents—who then, as now, worked on commission—began to come in the form of book advances, a form of payment rendered after a contract between author and publisher is brokered. And the royalty system—by which publishers paid out a percentage of the sale of each book if and when its total earnings exceed the amount paid at signing—was introduced. The boomtime 1920s brought an unprecedented influx of capital and entrepreneurial spirit into American publishing; in 1927, Doubleday merged with George H. Doran Company, becoming the largest publishing company in the English-speaking world. Many publishers didn’t survive the Depression. But Doubleday—with its diverse array of revenue streams including retail bookstores, a huge mail-order business, and the largest book club operation in the country—came through alive.



A place as big as Doubleday relied on a huge fleet of employees from mailroom workers to secretaries all the way to the upper ranks. Most publishers were in it for the money, not an interest in literature. There were exceptions; the house of Alfred A. Knopf, founded in 1915, was known for its commitment to authors and the literary world. But for the most part, the attitude among publishing’s top brass was, “I sell books, I don’t read them,” as Frank Doubleday, Jr. famously said.

In those days, Alfred A. Knopf later said, “things were quite simple. The books came in. We published them as written.” But by the 1940s, the editors’ role had begun to enlarge. When a manuscript came in, it was an editor’s job to assess a writer’s talent and to try to gauge their future potential as well. Editors began to collaborate more closely with writers, helping hone their voices and finesse the work they’d submitted into publication shape, “working together with their authors,” as the writer and publisher Keith Jennison put it, “to ask more of the book.” Increasingly, editors played a role in nurturing “to the fullest extent the craft of each writer they deal with,” the writer John Hersey said, building a relationship over time. It was a role that, in the winter of 1942, with no experience at all, Judith took on with gusto.



On her first day on the job, Doubleday’s newly appointed editor in chief, Ken McCormick, put Judith right to work. He was swamped. Doubleday was short on staff that winter; many editors had enlisted and gone overseas. Where previously women had been relegated to the secretarial pool, the war brought unprecedented opportunities for them to make their mark on books. That first week, McCormick gave Judith an array of work: a health pamphlet for Lenox Hill Hospital that needed to be copyedited and proofread and a stack of submissions he asked her to read. He wanted her opinion on each: Should Doubleday make an offer or pass? And he handed her a novel, Hotel Berlin by the Viennese-Jewish writer Vicki Baum, to edit.

Baum, born in 1888, didn’t begin writing professionally until she was thirty-one, well after the birth of her first child. By then, she’d married, divorced, and married again; she published her first story under her first husband’s name. In the 1920s, as a mother of two living in Berlin, Baum began to box; the Turkish prizefighter, Sabri Mahir, taught her “a pretty mean straight left, a quick one-two.” There were few “tough enough to go through with it,” only a handful of women—including Marlene Dietrich—entered Mahir’s ring.

Baum prized toughness and grit; the work ethic she learned in the ring she later said helped her to write. “I don’t know how the feminine element sneaked into those masculine realms,” Baum later said in her memoir. But Baum was a New Woman, determined to make a life of her own. In 1929, when her novel Grand Hotel became a bestseller, Baum was forty-one years old. And when, in 1932, the book was made into an Academy Award–winning film, Baum rocketed to international fame. She’d go on to publish more than fifty books—more than ten of which became movies—as well as scripts for both the stage and the screen.

When McCormick handed Baum’s manuscript to Judith, it was without specific instruction for what to do. “He said, ‘She needs work,’ but he didn’t say what kind of work,” Judith told me. “So I decided to trust my own instinct.” Judith began making her way through the novel, cutting extraneous prose and moving pieces around to ease narrative flow. “I was editing! At seventeen!” Judith told me, still a bit incredulous even after so many years. She stayed at Doubleday only a short time, that winter of 1942, but it was long enough for Judith to develop a taste for the trade. Judith became indispensable, but remained invisible; she never did meet Vicki Baum. At Doubleday, “They never showed me to the authors,” Judith told me. For a young woman still emerging out of her shell, editing this way, behind the scenes, was ideal. “I loved it. And I thought I was pretty good at it, too,” Judith told me.

McCormick agreed. He recognized Judith as an astute reader who maintained her perspective as she “waded through thousands of words of mediocre manuscripts.” “I do want to compliment you on the way you kept your balance,” McCormick wrote Judith in March, when her time at Doubleday came to an end. “You blended your own excellent ideas with our suggestions skillfully rather than superimposing them on what we assigned to you.” McCormick continued: “We regret you had to go back to school. I hope we will have the pleasure of seeing you at work with us again.” Judith clung to the praise, calling it her “absolute pride and joy.”



Judith smoothed her bedspread and pulled aside the starched white curtains to let in the warm breeze; finally, spring had arrived in southern Vermont. Mathilde, a classmate and friend, put on a jazz record, while another, Laura, fussed over the appetizers. Sarah Moore, Judith’s best friend from New York and roommate at Bennington, filled five glasses with Haig & Haig Scotch. It had taken some doing to find the booze—all the most delicious things, it seemed, were being rationed due to the war raging overseas—but Judith hoped their efforts would pay off. The poet Theodore Roethke had just been hired by Bennington, and was set to teach an advanced poetry seminar the following fall. Judith and her friends all wanted in. Having had a taste of publishing in New York, Judith was determined to get as close to the literary scene on campus as she could before graduating. So she’d orchestrated a little party in her and Sarah’s dorm room that evening.

It wasn’t unusual, at Bennington, for students to fraternize with faculty. Freedoms, including sexual ones, were baked into the Bennington ethos of liberation: “We wanted a college where a girl could hang upside down from a tree in her bloomers if she felt like it,” one of the college’s founders said. The college’s permission of such liberal behavior quickly earned it the nickname “the little red whorehouse on the hill.” There were no house mothers, no curfews, and no prohibitions on socializing in the dorms. And with many men away at war, “You were sort of starved for that kind of attention. So we had to seduce the professors,” Judith said. The young women planned to put their charms to use to win entry to Roethke’s invitation-only course.

Roethke had made waves in the literary scene with his 1941 collection, Open House. The verse was deeply personal; the lines “My secrets cry aloud. / I have no need for tongue” opened the title poem. The volume, published by Knopf, was a slim collection built from ten years of work. Knopf printed a thousand copies of the first edition, a publishing feat for a poetic debut. The New York Times called Roethke “a scrupulous craftsman,” “even the most delicate poems have the ribs of technique.” W. H. Auden said Open House was “completely successful,” and in the Atlantic, Elizabeth Drew wrote, “his poems have a controlled grace of movement, and his images the utmost precision… an austerity of contemplation and a pared, spare strictness of language very unusual in poets of today.” Roethke’s work rocked Judith, who’d long been drawn to poetry’s transcendent power.

Roethke had a reputation as an unconventional teacher. In a lecture on physical action, he once crawled out a classroom window and onto the roof. He sometimes held class in a local bar. Roethke was demanding, too. He’d chant, “Motion is equal to emotion” like a mantra and say, “Don’t be so guarded—let your mind buzz around!” He was intent on his pupils mastering rhythm in verse and attuning themselves to voice. Before analyzing, Roethke implored his students, “Listen, listen, listen.” It would become one of the most enduring lessons of Judith’s life.

The poet, whom his friend the poet Stanley Kunitz described as “perfectly tremendous” and “a shambling giant,” took advantage of all the attention that night; after they’d eaten, he invited all four young women back to his house. “But,” Judith said, “we all decided (he, too) that, progressive as Bennington was, that might be stretching things too far.” But the young women’s hostess skills did the trick. Before the night was over, Judith and her cohort had all been invited to participate in Roethke’s course.



Judith was relieved to return to Bennington in the fall of 1943, after a summer of vapid cocktail parties surrounded by her mother’s friends. There was the Roethke class to look forward to. There was also Kenneth “Papa” Burke. “We have a new teacher up here this term. Kenneth Burke. Have you heard of him?” Judith wrote home excitedly at the semester’s start. “He is quite a well-known critic and he’s giving a marvelous course in literary criticism which I’m taking,” she said. Like Roethke, Burke was at the cutting edge of the literary scene. For Burke, the scope of literature’s impact wasn’t relegated to the page; he believed it could change lives. He put forth the notion that words could “form attitudes or induce actions,” an idea Judith found enlivening. When Burke announced his “maximum course” on Eliot, Judith signed right up.

Burke often taught class in the farm fields that year, his students set to weeding while he lectured. “There’s nothing better than to have your feet firmly in the earth while your mind soars,” Judith remembered him saying. But Burke also brought his students to the farm to help them meet their mandated work quotas there.

In 1942, after the United States joined the war, all Americans were urged to grow more of their own food. American rations were needed overseas, and local gardens offset the victuals sent to Europe. The U.S. government urged citizens to grow food at home, in community spaces, and also in schools. “Vitamins for Victory!” went the slogan. Bennington, whose campus had once been farmland, took the call seriously. By spring 1942, the students had planted fourteen thousand seedlings in a greenhouse and put more than fifteen acres into vegetables. They tended livestock, too. In 1943, Bennington students preserved more than two tons of pork from pigs they’d raised, and froze more than three thousand tons of chicken from birds they’d slaughtered and processed themselves. Between 1943 and 1944, the extensive garden became a full-blown farm of more than one hundred acres.

The farm fed Bennington well, but morale toward it was often low. Most of the students hailed from wealthy families—Bennington was then the most expensive college in the country—and had never lifted a finger in pursuit of a meal. The shift toward producing their own food amused some but irked many more. Students complained and traded shifts for cash. Judith openly rued farmwork. Her peers accused her of lacking “community spirit” and being “uncooperative at the farm,” Judith wrote in a letter home to her father, “because I flatly refused to kill chickens.” “I can’t,” she wrote to her parents, “manage to summon forth any patriotic energy toward it.” Judith maneuvered out of the heavy lifting as best she could. “Dearest Mums,” she wrote to Phyllis in early fall of 1943, “With the coming of the cold I decided that I definitely couldn’t stand the fields so I’ve now become a vegetable preparation girl. I’m learning all the tricks of canning from cutting and peeling to working a powerful electric pressure cooker. I must admit that I had to pretend I was allergic to rag-weed in September to get where I am but I’m being so diligent now that before you know it I’ll be promoted to the role of squad leader.” Judith wanted, instead, to give her time and attention to poetry, and to the poet Roethke himself. As his student, she’d quickly fallen under his spell.



Roethke became one of Judith’s greatest teachers, and her first love. He was thirty-five, she was nineteen. Judith was smitten with everything about the poet: the workings of his intellect and his big, hulking frame. The serious set of his jaw, even his tendency toward dark moods and drink intrigued her. Roethke’s whole affect suggested an emotional rawness and vulnerability Judith was unaccustomed to in men. She found him irresistibly alluring.

Under Roethke’s sway, Judith’s writing became more disciplined and mature. In a “minor thesis” she wrote for him on Wordsworth and Vaughan, she commented boldly on those poets’ work, engaging with the idea of pantheism, “the belief that everything in the finite world is a manifestation of God.” She tried her hand at writing poems of her own, too:


Listen how

Circling other skies

That will soon sweep

Down over tops of trees

And scatter the last of the rain.

Even the oak

The huge, the ancient oak

Sunk deep in earth’s depths

Unbends, and boughs

Now spineless

Heave to the ways of the wind.



She titled it, simply, “Poem,” and signed it “Judith Bailey.” Roethke kept her poem with him for the rest of his years.

Judith loved Roethke, in part, because he took her seriously; in a first edition of Open House—copy number 669 of the original run—he wrote: “To Judy, a good writer, still not bold enough.” It was at once a recognition of Judith’s uncommon mind and a sharp criticism. Roethke, a rogue in his own right, urged Judith to cut her own path. He saw her raw potential and dared her to live up to it. No one had done that for her before.

Judith devoted herself to Roethke, despite his unreliable affection and mercurial moods. While one month, he’d be animated by a swell of excitement and creative energy; the next, he’d grow glum, prone to self-flagellation, and unmotivated to write. Manic depression, or bipolar disorder, had plagued Roethke all his life. The disease wasn’t well understood then, nor had safe, successful treatments for it been established at the time. Roethke’s swings had grown both more intense and more frequent since his first breakdown in 1935, when he was teaching at Lafayette College. It’s unlikely Roethke mentioned that incident to Judith, and the depth of his dark moods confused her. How, she wondered, could someone so gifted be prone to such paralysis and insecurity? But she was already in the poet’s thrall, too enamored of him to pull away in order to protect herself.



Her final year at Bennington, Judith was overcome; her love affair with Roethke was pained and she was overwhelmed academically. She’d been made head editor of Silo, Bennington’s literary magazine, and put in long hours on nights and weekends. Her mind was alight, but her body wouldn’t keep pace; she was plagued by insomnia and dogged by painful menstrual periods that sent her to bed for days at a time. She wrote to Phyllis to report that a certain Dr. Lewis’s course of treatment was bringing no relief. “You can tell our worthless friend… that my condition is not in the least improved.” Judith’s symptoms were more than vexing; monthly, her body derailed her ability to study, think, and work.

Still, she had a thesis to finish under Burke’s tutelage. She’d chosen to write on the Victorian poet and Jesuit priest Gerard Manley Hopkins, who’d found his pathway to God in the wonders of nature. It was a conception of spirituality that struck Judith as both beautiful and true. Her thesis began: “One thing that distinguishes the poetry of Gerard Manley… is the assertion of a positive doctrine of faith…. What concerned him was not simply the individual and his expression, but the individual soul, its meaning in terms of a greater whole, its life and its salvation…. The mystical experience is accompanied by a reveling in the physical beauties of the world.”



As her time at Bennington neared its end, Judith watched as her classmates “popp[ed] off one by one.” Wartime accelerated courtships, and many of Judith’s friends interrupted their studies or dropped out to marry, as Judith’s sister, Susan, did in November 1942. Phyllis gloated publicly about her elder daughter’s match, announcing both the couple’s engagement and wedding in the New York Times. Judith had no interest in following suit. She was in love with Roethke but had no intention of making their bond official or settling down so soon. “I should think you’d be a bit nervous, Mrs. Bennet,” Judith wrote home, alluding to the protagonist’s mother in Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice. Judith implied, but did not say, that she was Elizabeth Bennet, the novel’s fickle heroine, who refuses to marry on anyone’s timeline but her own. Judith delighted in flaunting Phyllis’s expectations, even more so in rubbing them in.

As Judith listened to Supreme Court Justice Frank Murphy give the commencement address at Bennington in June 1945, what came next for her was yet unclear. She knew, though, that she wasn’t heading for the grooves of the well-worn path. If Bennington had taught her anything, Judith would later say, it had been “to live an audacious life.”




CHAPTER 2

Judith hurried to keep pace with Ken McCormick’s long stride as he led her through the labyrinth of office hallways. He looked dapper, if a bit offbeat, in his loose brown slacks, brightly colored shirt, and plaid blazer. He’d aged quickly, Judith thought, in the past few years; his time in the air force had added lines to his face and a deeper furrow to his brow. But McCormick remained warm, chatting casually with Judith as they walked, calling her “baby” and “sweetie,” as he did with every woman at work.

McCormick showed Judith to a small office with two desks; one telephone line; and an office mate, Betty Arnoff. The editor in chief introduced the two young women, patted Judith on the shoulder, and left them to get acquainted. The publishing house hummed around them. It was 1947, and Judith was back at Doubleday.



The return had taken Judith some time and casting about. With no husband, job, or money of her own, she had, after graduation, reluctantly returned to living back with her parents. She needed a job if she was going to escape from under her mother’s thumb. But for women, paid work—so easy to come by during the war years—had grown scarce. “The boys” were coming back from overseas, and American women were being sent back home. And men were making more than ever before. When the war ended in September 1945, the median income for wage earners in the United States was $1,400 per year; by 1952, it had risen to $2,300. Meanwhile, women’s progress stagnated: By 1947, women’s employment had returned to its prewar rate. Many who wanted to work were regularly refused jobs. Judith experienced it firsthand.

Several months after graduation, Judith wrote to Roethke. The two were still involved, though it had become complicated by distance since Judith’s graduation from Bennington. Things had grown even more strained when the poet suffered a second mental health breakdown in early 1946. Early in that spring term, Roethke had locked himself in his faculty house in a fit of mania, declaring he’d only emerge if his friend, the poet Stanley Kunitz, was brought in to replace him at Bennington. Kunitz, who had just completed his military tour, had never taught a lick in his life. Nonetheless, Bennington hired him on the spot, and Roethke went home to Saginaw, Michigan, to rest.

“Dear Ted,” Judith wrote him there in April 1946. “All winter I have been going through the motions of job hunting, prompted only by the fact that I assure you that it makes you rather gloomy and tied to the famille to have your pockets constantly empty.” She’d tried everywhere she could think of, save newspapers. After spending a winter work stint at the New York Post, Judith had decided she’d never go back into a newsroom again. “We were all called ‘boy.’ They’d literally call you, ‘Hey, boy, need you to take this to…’ But all those boys were girls!” Judith told me. Judith contacted publishing houses and magazines throughout the city, but no one offered her a job. She “tried to sell” herself to Barbara Lawrence, the features editor at Harper’s Junior Bazaar, by offering pitches for story ideas, but to no avail. She was called in for a meeting at the New Yorker, in which William Shawn, then assistant editor at the magazine, was “much too nice—and I finally had to force a confession [from him] that there was really nothing for me at least until the fall,” Judith wrote Roethke, chagrined. “But perhaps it is out of kindness that everyone seems to send me on my way. For there is always that horror at the last moment that someone might hire me and that overnight I should become a $30-a-week girl, bound to New York and some grubby little desk,” she said.

Finally, in the fall of 1946, she was offered an assistant position in the promotion department at E. P. Dutton. In her internship at Doubleday, Judith had been in editorial, working directly on authors’ manuscripts. The work of promotion was different. Editorial departments gestate authors and their books; promotion helps deliver them into the world. In her role, Judith helped craft short, attention-grabbing descriptions of books for catalogs and sales materials, with the aim of convincing booksellers to order and stock Dutton’s titles. She also wrote copy for both advertising campaigns and the jackets of books, meant to encourage consumers—readers, that is—to buy them. Judith’s time at Dutton showed her that books’ audiences don’t spontaneously emerge. Publishers have to create them.

One of Dutton’s new associate editors when Judith came on at the house was Gore Vidal. He was a year and a half Judith’s junior, and fresh out of the army. His job as editor gave him an in to the literary scene and helped support him financially, though not well, while he tried to write. At $35 a week, Vidal’s job paid him well below the national average of $3,000 per year. It wasn’t much, and certainly not enough to live on, but “it kept me in cocktails,” Vidal said. Publishing was a gentleman’s industry—“They paid us a pittance!” Judith told me—and only the privileged could afford to work in its ranks.

Judith took a shine to Vidal right away. She admired his wit and thought he was gorgeous, with his tawny hair; slim build; and brooding, gold-flecked eyes. She flirted with him relentlessly. “We used to go out to dinner sometimes,” Judith told me. “And I wondered why he never put his hand on my shoulder or anything like that. Then he came by once at the office and said, ‘I’ve fallen in love,’ and I said, ‘Oh, who is she?’ ” Judith knew of Vidal’s promiscuity, but had no idea he slept with both women and men. She’d had no exposure to queer culture, and what she couldn’t see, she couldn’t yet square. Judith laughed at the memory, and at her youthful naïveté. “That was my first encounter with a whole different world,” she told me.

Vidal published his first novel, Williwaw, with Dutton in 1946 when he was twenty-one. When Judith started at the house in fall of that year, Dutton was preparing to publish Vidal’s second novel, In a Yellow Wood. Judith was tasked with writing the short summary meant to hook readers that appears on the inside jacket flap of hardcover books. Vidal introduced Judith to his friends—young, glamorous bohemians all. It gave Judith a taste of a different New York. “He helped me a lot,” she told me. “And we became great friends.”

Judith’s time at Dutton didn’t last long. “They expected me to write all the minutes of the meetings, but I’d never learned shorthand,” she told me. “I just couldn’t keep up with the job.” It wasn’t for lack of motivation, though. Quite the opposite. “I didn’t want to go to shorthand school,” Judith said. By refusing to train in secretarial skills, Judith was rejecting her relegation to what was then the only readily available role for women in publishing. “So,” she said, “I was gently urged to quit.” Out of a job again, Judith circled back to her former boss, Ken McCormick. This time, she had a copy of Williwaw tucked under her arm, and ties to literary scenesters including Vidal, Roethke, and her Bennington adviser, Kenneth Burke. She also mentioned the name John W. Vandercook, or Jack, as she’d known him personally, a reporter, host, and rising star at the National Broadcasting Company (NBC), whom her cousin Jane H. T. Perry, alongside whom Judith grew up at 139 East 66th Street, had married in 1938. Impressed by her apparent savvy and growing network of connections, McCormick offered Judith a job.



Since Judith had last worked at Doubleday, the company had grown. By 1947, the house had nearly five thousand employees, and was the largest publisher in the United States. Its diversity, however, was still lacking; there were only two Black employees on its payroll, and almost no Jews or women. In Judith’s memory, she and Betty Arnoff were two out of only three women outside the secretarial pool at the enormous house. The third, Clara Clausson, worked on cookbooks, a genre that, at the time, Judith knew nothing about. As two junior editors in a sea of men, there was no question Betty and Judith would be put together at Doubleday. An ambitious, and somewhat anomalous, alliance of two.

In their cramped space, Judith and Betty worked together side by side. In Betty and Judith’s capacity as readers, their job was to lighten the load of more senior editors by taking a first look at the manuscripts that had been submitted to Doubleday. The two would take weeks to read a manuscript, then weigh in on whether it seemed promising or, instead, if they thought the house should pass. “It was a leisurely process,” Betty told me, “nothing like the breakneck pace of contemporary publishing.” Throughout, Judith maintained a sort of “private distance,” always waiting until Betty had left the room before making phone calls, which only contributed to Judith’s “mysterious air.” “I always had the impression,” Betty said to me, “that anything she told me about herself went through some kind of censorship. It never came out half-baked, and it was always self-edited.” Judith struck Betty as out of step with their generation somehow, especially in the way she spoke. “She used words that seemed to come out of a novel by Brontë or Austen,” Betty said. “She seemed almost prim.” Still, it wasn’t long before the two became friendly and developed a shared ritual for their days.

The two would both arrive around nine, then immediately go downstairs to one of the restaurants on the building’s ground level for breakfast. Then it was back upstairs for a little reading, maybe a few phone calls, then out again for lunch. French restaurants had popped up throughout the West 40s; it was there that Judith tasted her first celery remoulade and pâté de campagne. Sometimes Judith was invited out by the more senior editors, who held working lunches with the literary agents who hoped to sell them books. “They’d have two or three martinis,” Judith recalled, “and smoked their way through lunch.” Nothing about the job or industry was cutthroat or head down. “It wasn’t a lot of work,” Betty recalled. “It just seemed like so much socializing.” Every day, the young women quit by five. Then the parties began.



Judith checked her lipstick in the mirror and tucked a loose pin back into her hair. In her reflection, she saw a waiter come into view carrying a tray of Manhattans. She whirled around to grab one before he passed her by. Turning to face the room, Judith nibbled one of the cherries from her drink. The apartment’s windows were thrown open to the hot night. The laughter and clinking of glasses from the party floated out over Central Park.

It was June 1947, and Betty’s parents were away for the summer. They’d left her with some extra cash in case she needed anything while they were away, and Betty had known immediately just what to do with it. Betty set a date and told Judith and the rest of the recent college graduates they’d met in publishing to invite anyone who was anyone to come. Betty, Judith, and their friends were young and hungry, all angling to find a foothold in publishing as new opportunities came down the pike.

The war had ended on September 2, 1945, and, in its wake, publishing boomed. Many of the GIs filtering home had developed a reading habit while overseas, fed on cheap paperback editions of bestsellers distributed for free by the Council on Books in Wartime (CBW). In 1943, the CBW began printing Armed Services Editions on a mass scale. By the end of the war, when its operations ceased, CBW had put almost 123 million books into circulation. The CBW kept publishers and magazine presses afloat during the war, and democratized reading as well.

The G.I. Bill of 1944, the most ambitious educational experiment in history, sent American vets to college, and lots of them: 2,232,000. Higher education meant higher wages; and with the growth of the middle class, consumer spending soared. With literacy and leisure time on the rise, Americans began buying books in droves. America’s Golden Age of Capitalism had begun. So had its golden age of publishing. “Print was king,” wrote Al Silverman, longtime president of the Book-of-the-Month Club and later, at Viking, editor of T. C. Boyle, William Kennedy, and Saul Bellow, “and literature was at the center of American culture.”

Judith, Betty, and their friends began the evening of the party nervously clustered by the bar, knocking back their drinks too fast, wondering if anyone would show. But by the time the high summer sun melted over the West Side, the Arnoff apartment was packed with writers and their friends, as well as agents, editors, and the young people aspiring to join their ranks.

Judith had invited the Vandercooks and Gore Vidal; the couple and the writer had both showed up flanked by big-name friends. Roethke, who was briefly in town, came as her date. Betty was stunned at the star power surrounding her office mate and friend. “There were so many authors Judith knew and was involved with. Anything she was doing with her contemporaries was kind of incidental,” Betty said to me. A year into her time at Doubleday, Betty had just begun to try to cultivate relationships with authors she admired. But Judith, she saw when they went out on the town, was way ahead in the game. At parties like hers, Betty began to see another side of Judith personally as well. “She’d have a drink or two and be entirely different,” Betty told me. “Much looser. And less careful.” Betty began to realize Judith’s austere office persona was a deliberate and controlled public presentation of self. “It never occurred to me what a spicy life she was leading,” Betty recalled.

It didn’t feel that way to Judith. No sooner had she moved home after graduation than 139 East 66th had become a revolving door of potential suitors whom Phyllis invited for cocktails or dinner, impatient for her daughter to choose a husband and finally settle down. “I was supposed to find a nice man, preferably on Wall Street so he had a lot of money,” Judith told me, “and supposed to be well educated and social. Maybe join a club. Be in the social register. It was that kind of insidious snobbery.” There was mockery in her voice. “That was what I was supposed to be. What I wanted to be was free.” So in the spring of 1947, when Sarah Moore told Judith her parents would be away on Long Island all summer and invited Judith to move into the family’s apartment on Riverside Drive while they were gone, Judith jumped at the chance. She needed breathing room and space to sort things out for herself. It had been a confusing year.

Out on the town with her work friends and her cousin Jane, Judith met plenty of men. At Doubleday, “There was no one around. Or else they were married, and wanted just a quick jump in bed.” She went on dates, but no one held her attention. “American men,” Judith told me, “were kind of boring.” Roethke remained the only man who made Judith’s heart flip, but she wasn’t sure she saw their relationship going anywhere.

In the spring of 1947, after coming down from his manic break, Roethke began searching for a new teaching post. He wanted to be in New York, but no offer came. Instead, he ended up nearly 250 miles west at Penn State. Bored and isolated, he pawed at Judith for attention. “Well I’m here and it’s as grim as hell,” Roethke wrote in a letter to her in February 1947. “It would be so nice (as you’d say) to hear that low-pitched ‘hello’ over the phone. Love, T.” The distance and Roethke’s dark moods were hard on Judith’s heart, but when the poet swung a visit to the city, she pushed her doubt aside. The two sipped cocktails and went to jazz clubs with friends. Back at Roethke’s hotel, they’d tangle in the sheets until Judith had to go home. Even when they were together, she was always anticipating his departure. It made her feel needy and insecure. The weekend after Betty’s party, Judith wrote, “Please forgive me my more trying moments. I like you to remember the nicer me. I like you too much—and for that you, after all, are to blame. Much love, Judy.”

Roethke remained unpredictable, often canceling plans at the eleventh hour. Judith found being jerked around like that both exhausting and humiliating. After the poet stood her up in the city in early July, she was angry and hurt. He plied her with letters from Saratoga Springs, where he’d just started a residency at Yaddo for the months of July and August. But for several weeks, Judith didn’t respond at all. “Dearest Ted,” she wrote at last, “I imagine your silence has been in answer to mine. All right, but remember, dear, that I have always been the one to be indulgent with you in distracted moments and generally hectic states of mind.” Despite her increasing wariness, she couldn’t bear to cut him off completely or to end on a curt note. “I miss all of you too much. Goodnight darling, and please try to think nicely of your ‘blondest Baby,’ ” she wrote.

The contact roused Roethke, and he wrote, begging Judith to come see him upstate. She didn’t respond. Mid-August, the poet wrote again in a fit of disquiet. “Dear Puss: I waited around: got no call from you (Somehow I got the notion you didn’t give a damn whether I got in touch or not—maybe a childish pique; or a mixed fear; but not indifference. Here’s the point: Are you coming by? But if you’re mad I suppose that’s that.).” He had big news to report: he’d accepted a job at the University of Washington in Seattle that began that fall. “I’m in a strange state. Funny and lively and maybe naughty. But I’ve been drinking too much: it’s like in the old days—as if I don’t give a damn. Maybe you’d like me; maybe you wouldn’t. You wouldn’t be bored, though.” He went on, “I had wished for a tender missive of some sort when I got back even though I didn’t deserve it. I think of you with love and intensity. Goodnight, pet.” Roethke wrote a second letter that same day, saying, “I do miss you very much. And I seem vaguely irked that you don’t seem to be missing me.” Two days later, unnerved, he scribbled. “Darling: This is just a last shot in the dark—a last try—” He listed a number of ways their paths could cross. “Something? Please think.” It was clear to Judith that Roethke was unstable again. She was unsure what to do. So she remained silent, maintaining a cautious distance.



Later that month, Judith sat beside her cousin Jane on the edge of the bed. Below, in Washington Square Park, children skipped rope and called out in glee. The two women were in Jane’s little flat, the one she’d just moved into. Having finally had enough of her husband’s booze-fueled fits of rage, Jane had left him. The apartment was a temporary sublet, a place to land while she collected herself and figured out how to file for a divorce. But it wasn’t Jane who was in pieces that day; it was her cousin.

Judith wiped her tears from her cheeks, as Jane tried to convince Judith to end things with Roethke. “Dreadful as it seems to even mention it,” Jane wrote to Judith soon thereafter, reiterating her stance, “I do really think an enforced separation is probably the best solution.” Jane placed a gentle hand on her cousin’s shoulder. Overheated and emotionally wrung out, Judith crumpled into sobs.

Roethke’s acceptance of the job in Seattle made it clear to Judith that their romantic relationship was, at last, destined to end. But she couldn’t find a way to make a clean break. In March, Roethke had left Knopf and sold his second collection of poems to Doubleday. Judith’s presence at the house had, in large part, motivated his switch; having an in with a publisher as powerful as Doubleday was a major boon. McCormick, knowing of Judith’s deep ties to the poet, had made her Roethke’s handler in-house. Just as she’d been almost ready to sever ties, the two had become professionally enmeshed.



Once settled out West, Roethke became obsessed with the publication of his book. He wrote to Judith at work almost daily with questions, reminders, and requests. Judith began to second-guess herself; perhaps she’d been wrong to jump to the conclusion over the summer months that their romance was doomed. He did need her, after all. But rather than attending to Judith’s tender feelings and the heartache he’d caused her, Roethke wrote brusquely, making demands of her time and labor. “I am going to devote some effort to your jacket copy this weekend, dear,” Judith responded, annoyed. “You aren’t nagging but it really isn’t due until the middle of December.” The lines between romance and business had become terribly blurred. And the power dynamic in their relationship had shifted. Whereas, at their start, Roethke had represented the literary world Judith wanted so badly to be a part of, now it was she who had access to the publishing establishment and a foothold in New York, while Roethke was farther and farther from the center of things. It made the poet uncomfortable to cede his upper hand. Judith yielded to his bluster and ego. “Forgive me, dear,” she wrote, “you are probably distressed by thinking you’ve overburdened me. But I love doing it, truly—and am doing a good job.” In another letter that fall, she was even more plaintive. “Love me please and miss me—you don’t know how much I need you.” Judith was slipping back into old habits, further muddling the boundaries within her relationship to Roethke.



In September, Judith returned to 139 East 66th Street. Now in her childhood home, she’d realized she was in a rut. She’d hoped her job at Doubleday would bring her back into “the world of thoughts and people” from which, “since Bennington, [I] feel so cut off,” she wrote Roethke. But she’d been disappointed to discover that New York was “frightfully glum at times,” and the atmosphere of the publishing world in New York was “really unliterary” instead. After she and Betty were pulled into an editorial pitch meeting one afternoon, Judith reported to Roethke on the “viciousness” and “contempt for the ones who run the show [that] came out of some of those more uneasy people at Doubleday.” She was relieved to feel less alone in her disappointment with the way things worked at the house. “It was a very nice feeling to have everyone else as angry and disgusted with that set-up as I so often feel,” she wrote.

In Doubleday’s stultifying atmosphere, Judith began to doubt herself.
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