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PROLOGUE
“THE ULTIMATE HIPSTER” JOINS THE WHITE HOUSE PRESS CORPS



The only thing worse than being in it would be not to be in it.

—Henry Kissinger on Doonesbury, 1977




“I don’t know, brokaw,” quipped the lean six-footer with the long brown hair that matched his dark brown eyes. “If you’re the Huns roaring out of Asia, would you let this stop you?”

It was Tuesday, December 2, 1975, and twenty-seven-year-old Garry Trudeau was touring the Great Wall of China alongside Tom Brokaw, the White House correspondent for NBC News.

“His funky college wardrobe stood in sharp contrast to what the rest of us wore,” Brokaw, the iconic anchorman who retired from NBC News in 2021, tells me. “The White House press corps was kinda old school, and suddenly here was the ultimate hipster. I had just met him, but he soon won me over with his humor, and we became instant friends.”

[image: ]Soon after their first meeting in China, Trudeau and Brokaw became instant best friends. “Garry is like family,” says Brokaw.


That year was an annus mirabilis for Trudeau, who had earned his undergraduate degree at Yale in the spring of 1970, when campus unrest reached a fevered pitch across the nation. Just five years after its launch, his countercultural comic strip published by Universal Press Syndicate (UPS) had become required reading for the Washington elite. What’s more, Doonesbury, which depicted the lives of alienated students and assorted hangers-on at the fictional Walden College, was appearing daily in nearly five hundred newspapers across the country with a combined readership of sixty million. That March at the annual dinner of the Radio and Television Correspondents Association, President Gerald Ford declared, “As we all know, there are only three major vehicles to keep us informed of what is going on in Washington: the electronic media, the print media, and Doonesbury—not necessarily in that order.” Just two months later, Trudeau became the first comic-strip artist to nab the Pulitzer Prize for editorial cartooning.

Given his pivotal role in the national conversation, Trudeau was offered a press pass to join the roughly 130 other newspeople—most of whom were middle-aged men—covering President Ford’s first trip to the People’s Republic of China. But on that Tuesday morning, there was not much news to report. A huge pack of journalists and network news crews were trailing not the president—who was ensconced in a closed-door meeting about the Soviet Union with Deng Xiaoping, vice chair of the Chinese Communist Party—but his seventeen-year-old daughter, Susan, who was scampering around the ramparts of the Great Wall along with her Ektachrome-loaded camera.

[image: ]Trudeau was the first cartoonist to join the White House press corps. In the 1970s, his first name was often misspelled.



“Susan got along well with those of us in the press, and she was also getting tired from walking up those hills,” recalls Brokaw. “She told me, ‘I could use a beer about now.’”

A bored Trudeau then whipped out a bright orange Frisbee. According to a New Haven legend, Yalies were responsible for inventing the flying disc in the 1950s when they began flinging around empty pie tins manufactured by the Frisbie Pie Company of Bridgeport, Connecticut. From his perch atop the Great Wall, Trudeau flipped it to Brokaw, thereby making “diplomatic and aerodynamic history,” as Time magazine reported in its cover story, “Doonesbury: Drawing and Quartering for Fun and Profit,” published in February 1976. But the toss didn’t go too far. “The wind currents were bad,” lamented Trudeau.

Trudeau soon worked his Asian excursion into a series of Doonesbury strips that featured his long-running character Duke, modeled on the legendary Rolling Stone journalist Hunter S. Thompson. When George H. W. Bush resigned as the ambassador to China at the end of Ford’s visit, Trudeau decided to appoint Duke as his replacement in the fictional world of his strip. Upon his arrival in Peking, Duke, like his creator, was also eager to create some hipster history atop the Great Wall:

[image: ]

Trudeau has long enjoyed skewering celebrities such as the deliberately outrageous Thompson, who apparently was not amused. That year, the gonzo journalist told a friend, “If I ever catch that little bastard, I’ll tear his lungs out.”

By the mid-1970s, Trudeau had officially put his stamp on the American imagination. As Walter Isaacson, the esteemed biographer who served as editor of Time in the 1990s, tells me, “By the time of his trip to China with Ford, Trudeau had already created a totally new genre: the reported comic strip. He then went on to become the poet laureate of our generation. He gave us character types we all knew—such as Mike Doonesbury or Uncle Duke. And he helped to give baby boomers their identity.”

Trudeau’s emergence as a national icon during the Ford presidency also helped reinvigorate the comics pages. As Robert Duffy, who was hired by UPS as a salesman in 1975, tells me, “Early on, I was often dealing with conservative editors who had grown up on Dick Tracy and Rex Morgan. And they incorrectly assumed that readers wanted more of the same stuff.” But, as Duffy recalls, Eugene Patterson, who had published the Pentagon Papers during his stint as managing editor of The Washington Post, had a completely different take. In contrast, Patterson, who was editor of The St. Petersburg Times when Duffy first spoke with him, kept his sights on the future. Adds Duffy, “Patterson told me that many papers were thinking of dumping the comics pages entirely because they didn’t have any readers under thirty. He called Doonesbury ‘the most important strip of our generation.’ That made an impression.”

Doonesbury ended up charting a new course for the entire industry. As Hugh Andrews, the current chairman of Andrews McMeel Universal, as UPS is now known, tells me, “Garry gave us instant credibility. Nobody had ever seen anything like Doonesbury before.” After signing up Trudeau, the fledgling UPS added a whole series of edgier strips, including Cathy, For Better or For Worse, The Far Side, and Calvin and Hobbes. Today Andrews McMeel is the largest independent newspaper syndicate in the world, and its market share of the comics pages, adds Andrews, approaches 75 percent.

Trudeau has long insisted that he can’t write a joke to save his life. His character-driven humor, he says, “is a four-panel smile, a short jazzy riff with a sustained finish and throwaway coda.” Through his art, Trudeau aims to build a three-dimensional fictional world. For this reason, he harbors a deep appreciation for the American painter Norman Rockwell. “Rockwell was a great artist who could tell a moving story in just one panel. That was his brilliance,” he tells me. “And just as Rockwell did not feel diminished when someone referred to him as an illustrator, I don’t mind being called a cartoonist. Those terms are not necessarily pejoratives.”

With its dozens of finely wrought characters, Doonesbury has evolved into a sprawling narrative that has reflected America back to itself. As Trudeau wrote to a friend in 2005, he has long seen himself as an heir to the Victorian novelists: “My two big influences were Altman and Doctorow, and for the same reason—their enormous debt to Dickens. That’s where this huge tapestry thing began for most of us—throwing a zillion characters into a thicket of coincidence and hoping an audience will follow us in.” Leading late twentieth-century writers looked to Trudeau’s enchanting mix of words and images as a template of sorts for biting social commentary, which they often tried to replicate. As the late Lewis Lapham, the longtime editor of Harper’s, admitted to Trudeau in 1981, “To a newspaper syndicate, I once proposed writing a column that I described as a prose equivalent of Doonesbury. The syndicators didn’t think the trick could be done and advised me against it.” Nevertheless, members of the fourth estate have been proud to consider Trudeau one of their own. In 2012, New York University’s Arthur L. Carter Journalism Institute named him one of the hundred outstanding journalists in the United States in the past hundred years.

As a young cartoonist, Trudeau modeled himself after Charles Schulz. He has called Peanuts “the first postmodern comic strip,” since it was “populated with complicated, neurotic characters, speaking smart haiku-like dialogue.” Comedy requires dramatic tension, and Schulz made us laugh by mining the frustrations of his own hardscrabble childhood in Depression-era Minnesota. Trudeau, in contrast, is a child of privilege who has long amused readers by focusing on the often bizarre and confusing daily life faced by baby boomers. But whereas Schulz’s terrain is our often painful inner life, Trudeau’s is the absurd external reality that envelops us.

Schulz himself immediately realized that Trudeau was breaking new ground. Just a few months after Doonesbury first appeared, he sent Trudeau a fan letter: “I have been following your strip very carefully and consider it the only really good thing that has come along in the last ten years. I think we are beginning to open up this field to where we can say some things that have never been touched upon before.” For Donald Graham, the former publisher of The Washington Post, who grew up in the 1950s reading “the funny pages” with his parents, Phil and Katharine Graham, who then owned the paper, Trudeau did the same thing for baby boomers that Schulz did for the Greatest Generation: He told huge swaths of America how they felt. “Garry is the premier chronicler of my fucked-up generation,” Graham says.

Trudeau’s strip would also help shape how baby boomers understood the nuances of American politics and culture. As former vice president Al Gore, who, like Trudeau, was born in 1948, tells me, “I read it from the very beginning. And of course, Watergate was the drama that really elevated Garry’s art into legendary status. He’s amazing, and he just nailed it throughout that episode and continues to this day.”

Journalist and author Jeff Greenfield, the speechwriter for Robert F. Kennedy’s 1968 presidential campaign, who spent more than thirty years in network TV news, says that Trudeau’s satire hit Americans with “a special force” when it first popped up on the comics pages more than a half century ago. “He was so young. He wasn’t just commenting about the culture of the 1960s,” Greenfield tells me. “He was part of it. He understood everything in a visceral way.”

While Trudeau is beloved by many contemporary journalists who skew liberal, he has also influenced some movers and shakers in the conservative media ecosystem. “I read that Time cover story about a decade after it came out when I was a teenager,” says journalist and author James Rosen, who served as a Washington correspondent for Fox News for two decades. “I read all the old collections obsessively and actually longed to be Trudeau, because he somehow enjoyed establishment acceptance yet maintained a hippie sensibility.”

Remarkably, the personal life of this spokesman for a generation remains shrouded in mystery. Trudeau has been called the nation’s “most famous unknown person” and “the J. D. Salinger of comics.” Intensely private, he doesn’t like to talk about his feelings. From 1982 to 1985, he tried keeping a journal, which he has shown only to his wife, the former Today cohost Jane Pauley. As she tells me, “I was surprised to discover that it was mostly a list of places he went to and events he attended.”

Trudeau also has long made a habit of avoiding the press, insisting his work can speak for itself. For more than thirty years—from 1971 to 2002—he refused all interview requests from TV reporters. While he has occasionally come out of his cocoon in the past two decades, he does so reluctantly. A few years ago, Pauley had to prod him to agree to an interview on CBS News Sunday Morning, the show she now anchors. But he still has a strong aversion both to talking about himself and to looking back. As Trudeau told AARP the Magazine in 2020, “I’m not sure it’s healthy for anyone to dwell on legacy. There’s no danger of my writing a memoir.”

Though Trudeau himself prefers not to reflect on his past, he has put a lot of effort into preserving and organizing it. He has saved just about everything from his artistic career, including the scripts for plays he wrote as a boy in the late 1950s, which were performed in the basement of his family’s home in upstate New York. Roughly two decades ago, he began donating his personal papers to Yale’s Beinecke Library. This archival material, which now consists of more than two hundred boxes of documents, features his private sketchbooks from the past fifty-eight years, unpublished essays from his student days, the originals of his strips, and tens of thousands of letters. As Doonesbury both mirrored and shaped the nation’s cultural life, his list of correspondents includes many of America’s biggest movers and shakers—A-list movie stars such as Robert Redford and Charlton Heston, pioneering journalists like Bob Woodward and Barbara Walters, and political heavyweights like Senators Ted Kennedy and Daniel Patrick Moynihan. As former Vermont senator Pat Leahy, who exchanged numerous missives with Trudeau over the years, tells me, “Moynihan and I used to discuss Doonesbury first thing in the morning in the well of the Senate.”

The Yale archive also contains letters from thousands of ordinary Americans, who expressed a wide range of emotions when they read the latest Doonesbury strip over their morning coffee. The most moving were penned by those who felt that Trudeau was putting a spotlight on their often-hidden daily struggles—say, women coping with an abusive husband in the mid-1970s, or men diagnosed with AIDS in the late 1980s. But sometimes his correspondents were compelled to drop Trudeau a line simply because they felt honored to be recognized in one way or another by someone they considered a trusted source. Take the case of the thirty-nine-year-old Jerome Powell, who in December 1992 was toiling away in obscurity as an undersecretary in the Treasury Department in the outgoing administration of George H. W. Bush, when he spotted this strip:

[image: ]

Noting that “Doonesbury has been a part of the landscape of my life as long as I can remember,” the future chairman of the Federal Reserve expressed his delight that Trudeau realized that even for minor government posts like his, the incoming Clinton administration would be appointing only those who could ace the interview.

While the shy Trudeau wasn’t willing to let me trail him around, he agreed to be interviewed and responded to countless questions as I did a deep dive into his archive. What emerges from my portrait is that this American aristocrat, descended from three generations of Yale-educated doctors, was driven by a mission to heal. Like the preeminent satirists of the eighteenth century, such as William Hogarth, Trudeau has long critiqued the powerful in an effort to change the often oppressive norms that they have imposed on everyone else. As Roger Rosenblatt, the longtime Time essayist, stresses, “By pitting laughter against tragedy, he tries to make the world better, which is the ultimate goal of the satirist.” While Trudeau has the stomach to face cruelty wherever he finds it, he is ultimately an optimist who believes that if we carefully examine our foibles, we can all do better both for ourselves and for one another.

For more than a half century, he has documented the double-talk of leading politicians—both Democratic and Republican. While he represented the often equivocating Bill Clinton as a waffle, the bellicose George W. Bush was depicted as an asterisk, and then as an asterisk in a Roman military helmet. One of Trudeau’s favorite targets has been Donald Trump, whose grandiosity he first began lampooning nearly forty years ago. “Trump is the comic gift who keeps on giving,” he has declared. Nowhere is Trudeau the doctor manqué more evident than in the flood of strips about veterans with PTSD that he has produced over the past twenty years. In 2004, B.D., his ur-character named after the Yale football legend Brian Dowling, lost his leg while fighting as a reservist in the second Iraq War. While B.D. is recuperating at an American army hospital in Landstuhl, Germany, his buddy, Ray, can’t refrain from staring at his hair:

[image: ]

But neither could most Doonesbury readers, because for thirty-five years, B.D. had always been depicted wearing his football helmet. This joke adds a touch of levity to B.D.’s grim realization that he is likely to feel “like crap” for quite a while as he begins his long road toward recovery. Trudeau is no hermit, as he has long enjoyed warm relationships with both family—in particular, his wife, their three adult children, and two grandchildren—and a wide circle of friends. But the isolated life of a cartoonist, who is one step removed from the hustle and bustle of everyday social interactions, has fit him to a tee. “The right profession found me, or I found the right profession,” he says. “I seem to be suited for just being alone, for contemplation, for thinking through problems that I’ve set for myself.” And all this internal deliberation has in turn brought both great pleasure and comfort to millions of readers.








CHAPTER ONE
EXPULSION FROM THE MAGIC MOUNTAIN




Trudeau, it is not the great unwashed whom I dread; it is the great washed.

—Robert Louis Stevenson to Edward Livingston Trudeau, 1887




Over the past century and a half, the Trudeau family has forged deep ties with Saranac Lake, a sleepy village in the Adirondack Mountains, known around the world for its soothing effects on the mind, body, and spirit.

When the twenty-five-year-old Edward Livingston Trudeau arrived in the small town three hundred miles north of New York City in May 1873, he was convinced that he was on the verge of death. The son of a doctor from a prominent New Orleans family, Trudeau was living on Long Island with his wife, the former Lottie Beare, and their two young children. (The cartoonist is a distant cousin of former Canadian prime minister Justin Trudeau, because both men share a common ancestor—Etienne Trudeau—who immigrated to Canada from La Rochelle, a town in western France, in 1659.) A graduate of New York City’s Columbia College of Medicine, Edward Trudeau had been planning to embark on a medical career, but he was rapidly losing weight and besieged by a constant fever. Diagnosed with tuberculosis by a New York doctor, Trudeau made the painful decision to abandon his family in an attempt to prolong his life. “I yearned for surroundings that appealed to me,” he later wrote in his autobiography, “and it seemed to me to meet a longing I had for rest and the peace of the great wilderness.”

Much to his own surprise, within a few years, Edward Trudeau miraculously regained his vitality. He then brought his wife and two children to live with him in Saranac Lake, where he would dedicate his life to studying and treating the disease that almost killed him. In 1884, Trudeau established America’s first TB sanitarium. In the open-air rest cure devised by Trudeau, patients would lounge on what became known as Adirondack chairs for long stretches of time—even in the dead of winter when they were swaddled in blankets.

In 1887, the Scottish novelist Robert Louis Stevenson, who had emerged as an international celebrity after the success of Treasure Island (1883) and Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (1886), traveled to Saranac Lake to seek treatment from Dr. Trudeau. Despite their deep divide—a scientist beholden to facts, Trudeau did not care much for literature or for political activism—the doctor and his iconoclastic patient enjoyed many lively conversations. To thank his American friend for the hospitality, Stevenson passed along copies of his books, to which he added inscriptions. (The cartoonist is now the proud owner of these family heirlooms.) On the cover page of his famous novel about a doctor with a dark side, Stevenson penned this charming couplet: “Trudeau was all winter at my side; I never spied the nose of Mr. Hyde.”

Stevenson’s well-publicized half-year sojourn in town was instrumental in turning Trudeau’s fledgling Adirondack Cottage Sanitarium into a major center for TB research and treatment. Though only about a third of Trudeau’s patients improved substantially, his experiment would eventually serve as the model for hundreds of similar clinics that cropped up around the world over the next several decades. In fact, the Swiss sanitarium that Thomas Mann immortalized in his novel The Magic Mountain (1924) can be traced back to this precursor in the Adirondacks.

Upon Edward Livingston Trudeau’s death in 1915, his fourth child, Francis Berger Trudeau, took the reins and renamed it the Trudeau Sanatorium (a word then widely used to distinguish TB facilities from asylums for the mentally ill). A graduate of Yale College and the Johns Hopkins Medical School, he was married to Helen Garretson, whom he had met a few years earlier when her sister was a patient at the clinic. For the next four decades, Francis Berger Trudeau worked out of his father’s hallowed office on the corner of Church and Main Streets, which he, in turn, would eventually bequeath to his son Francis “Frank” Berger Trudeau, Jr.

A member of the St. Paul’s School class of 1938, Frank Trudeau also received his undergraduate degree from Yale, in 1942. That October, he married Jean Douglas Moore. His wife had grown up in Bronxville, New York—a prosperous suburb just fifteen miles north of Manhattan where her father, Thomas Channing Moore, served as a Republican state assemblyman and worked in sales at IBM. A member of the Junior League, Jean Moore attended prep school at Miss Porter’s School in Farmington, Connecticut.

A few weeks after the wedding, Frank Trudeau and his bride traveled to Boston, where he was to join the navy. On November 28, 1942, the newlyweds were planning to spend a night on the town with the groom’s parents, Frank Trudeau, Sr., and Helen Garretson Trudeau. But as the cartoonist tells me, early that evening, his grandmother got into a spat with his grandfather: “She could be fiery and had behaved abominably. So my grandfather told everyone that they were going to have dinner in the hotel instead.” The place that the four Trudeaus had been planning to go was the swanky nightclub the Cocoanut Grove. Just a few hours later, a fire broke out at the popular nightspot, which ended up killing nearly five hundred people. “So my combative grandmother saved all our lives,” Trudeau says.

At first, Frank Trudeau was not sure that he wanted to follow in the footsteps of his father and grandfather and become a physician. He was planning to work in the State Department. But while serving in the navy during World War II, he was injured during an air raid—his knee was smashed up—and he was moved by the care that doctors provided him and other soldiers in a field hospital in Morocco. After returning from the war, he attended medical school at Columbia University and then did an internship at New York University.

While Frank Trudeau was completing his medical training in New York City, the couple’s three children were born: a daughter, Jeanne, in 1944, followed by a son, Garretson “Garry” Beekman, in 1948 and another daughter, Michelle “Shelly,” in 1951. In 1954, Frank Trudeau moved the family to his native Saranac Lake, where he became a country doctor, taking over his father’s practice. That same year, Frank Trudeau helped his father, then debilitated by a failing heart, close the Trudeau Sanatorium. By the early 1950s, antibiotic drugs such as streptomycin had made major inroads in the fight against TB, so patients were no longer flocking to retreats that offered an extended rest cure. Besides Robert Louis Stevenson, other famous TB patients who had received treatment at the Trudeau Sanatorium included baseball star Christy Mathewson and novelist Walker Percy. “I was always proud of my family’s long history of service, which I understood at an early age,” Trudeau says. “I never hid from it.”

When Frank and Jean Trudeau moved with their three children to Saranac Lake, they settled in a big, rambling house at the top of Mount Pisgah, which overlooked Whiteface Mountain and other ranges. Located on Trudeau Road, it was a half mile from the Trudeau Sanatorium—dubbed “the San” by the locals. A half mile in the other direction, at 26 Trudeau Road, was the town’s elementary school, Lake Colby. Since “the San” had its own post office in the 1950s, the cartoonist grew up on Trudeau Road in Trudeau, New York. “You could imagine what that does to a kid’s sense of himself,” he tells me. “I was a big fish in a little pond.” The whole community revolved around the Trudeaus. For years, the phone number for Frank Trudeau’s medical office—which was one of the first set up in town—was simply 1.

Garry lived next door to Roger Tubby, who also attended Lake Colby and became his best friend. Roger’s father, Peter Tubby, a former press secretary to President Truman, edited the local paper, the Adirondack Daily Enterprise. But in contrast to Garry and Roger, most of the other kids who went to Lake Colby did not come from families of means. Then as now, Franklin County, which comprises Saranac Lake as well as a bunch of other small villages, was one of the poorest in New York State—with a poverty rate of about 20 percent. Still, Garry had no trouble forming lots of other close friendships at school with kids who lived in neighboring towns.

Lake Colby proved to be an excellent launching pad for his afternoon adventures. “My friends and I would just take off into the woods after school,” he has noted. “Nobody asked where we were going; you just got home in time for dinner. I think it did teach resilience and made for a more self-reliant generation of kids.” But even as a boy, Trudeau also enjoyed his alone time. “I spent many hours in the family barn, building hay-bale forts, swinging on the rope, and hanging with critters,” he tells me. Between the comforts of his home, the camaraderie of his friends, and the beauty of the natural surroundings, he relished everything about his hometown. “Saranac Lake was magical,” he recalled in 2022. “I could not have wished for a more perfect childhood. We were all free-range kids, lightly parented and mostly left on our own to roam the woods, build treehouses, and burn out our gloves on the rope tows at Pisgah.”

The precocious elementary school student developed a sudden, compelling interest in the theater. The initial artistic products of Trudeau’s fertile imagination were not drawings but carefully scripted plays. At the age of eight, he waxed entrepreneurial, establishing the Acting Corporation, which marketed and produced his own plays in the family’s home. “We transformed the basement into a makeshift theater, with bunk beds as our balcony,” he says. “My mother had red curtains installed as a Christmas present. (What nine-year-old asks for curtains for Christmas?) I jerry-rigged the most dangerous lighting board imaginable, and I almost burned the house down. I also built sets from canvas flats. Our troupe comprised relatives and neighborhood kids. I was a little dictator who controlled all the elements. I wrote and directed the plays, composed the music, designed the sets and costumes, oversaw makeup, props, etc. All of it was in imitation of the Broadway shows my parents would take us to see once every year or so.”

Trudeau’s career as an impresario began with two Christmas shows, which ran in 1956 and 1957. The following year, his troupe performed Lions on Maple Street, his one-act play, which revolved around the family life of a brother and sister and their mom. Trudeau himself played the fourth part, a neighborhood cop. “I forgot that I occasionally acted, too,” he tells me as he looks at the script. “The opening lines, my very first joke, I stole from a Bazooka Joe bubblegum wrapper. To write my plays, I later purchased a Smith Corona typewriter with two years of savings. (I sold eggs from my chickens to my parents.) I was the nerdiest kid in the neighborhood.” His younger sister, Shelly, who took on a variety of roles in his plays, also helped him build the sets.

[image: ]After getting a start in the theater with her brother, Michelle Trudeau initially studied drama at CalArts in the early 1970s. She then transferred to Stanford, where she earned a BA in biology in 1975. She later worked as a science journalist for NPR for nearly forty years.


A few years later, when he returned to Saranac Lake during summer vacations from boarding school, he went back to staging plays. As a teenager, he learned about Samuel French, the renowned play publisher, so he stopped writing scripts and began producing what he calls “real plays.” “I never wanted to be on the stage myself,” he adds, “but I loved the idea of world-building, where the producer controlled all the elements. What better preparation for a comic strip, although that insight didn’t arrive until years later.” The Acting Corporation remained operative until he started at Yale in 1966. “I’d outgrown the nonsense,” he says.

As a boy, the classics of Anglo-American fiction helped shape his emerging identity. His favorite authors included Robert Louis Stevenson, Lewis Carroll, A. A. Milne, Beatrix Potter, Kenneth Grahame, and Mark Twain. The steward of his literary education was his godfather—a friend of his father’s in Greenwich, Connecticut, who sent him leather-bound volumes of these canonical authors. Decades later, Trudeau would return the favor by arranging for volumes of these same authors to be shipped off to his own godson, Adrian Bonenberger. “Garry gave me a book for Christmas every year until I was twenty-three, and he was very interested to hear what I thought about it,” says Bonenberger, the son of one of Trudeau’s Yale classmates and now a journalist. Trudeau was first exposed to the heavyweights of foreign literature by reading them in comic form—in the series published by Classics Illustrated. “That’s how I was introduced to Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment when I was twelve,” he says. “And I have to admit that when I took a world literature class at Yale, I felt that I didn’t have to do all the reading because I was familiar with the comic versions of some of the books.”

In the summer of 1958, at age ten, Trudeau got his first taste of life away from the family when his parents sent him off to the Robin Hood Camp in Blue Hill, Maine—forty-five minutes west of Bar Harbor—for two months. He was homesick. “I think I was being prepared for the longer stretches of boarding school,” Trudeau tells me. That’s where he met Joseph Wheelwright, who would attend St. Paul’s with him. “For decades, Joe and Garry called each other their oldest friends,” says Susan Wheelwright, who was married to Joe from 1971 until his death in 2016. Trudeau impressed Wheelwright with his solid grasp of the names of various flora and fauna. “In Saranac Lake, I was a nature nerd and spent a lot of time prowling the woods, often armed,” Trudeau adds.

In 1959, Frank Trudeau’s only son, the eleven-year-old Garry, suddenly faced a profound health crisis, initially involving a rapid loss of weight, which echoed the one that nearly felled his great-grandfather roughly ninety years earlier. However, the baby boomer was suffering not from TB but from crippling depression. As Trudeau has repeatedly stated, his bout of deep despair was caused primarily by his sudden expulsion from his idyllic hometown. That year his mother left his father and decamped to New York City—a traumatic event that has long scarred him. When making the announcement to Garry and his sisters, she said, “You children mean more to me than anything.” In response, her anguished son fired back, “If you love me so much, why are you doing this?” In the 1950s, divorce was not all that common. And for a woman to leave her husband and kids suddenly was rare. “My mother inherited a lot of money from her father, and she had the means to rent her own apartment in Manhattan,” Trudeau says. “She figured she was going to have an exciting life with my father—who initially planned to work for the State Department in Washington—and when that didn’t happen, I think she grew bored as a doctor’s wife in a small town.”

Trudeau admits that his memories of the days when his parents were still married to each other can be overly rosy. As he says, his sister Michelle recently corrected him when he talked fondly about having family dinners every night in the dining room: “She told me, ‘We almost never did that.’ And I quickly realized that she was right. The reality was that my father was off from work only one night a week, and we often ate stuff out of cans—like Chef Boyardee—at the kitchen table. Back then, my mother didn’t like to cook at all.”

A couple of years later, Jean Moore was remarried to Harcourt “Bill” Amory, Jr., who worked for an executive search firm based in Manhattan. “He didn’t have all that much money, and my mother bought them a fancy apartment on Park Avenue and Seventy-Second Street,” Trudeau says. Soon after the divorce, Garry’s father also found a more compatible partner with whom he would spend the rest of his life. In 1961, he also remarried, to Ursula Wyatt, a graduate of the École des Beaux-Arts de Montréal, where she had studied with the Abstract Expressionist painter Hans Hofmann. Then in her late twenties, the Montreal native was earning her living as a model doing advertisements for Clairol hair dye and Pond’s face creams. The first time she met Garry and his sisters, she was sitting in a bikini in their grandmother’s favorite chair in their Saranac Lake home. Her hair was bright orange due to a botched Clairol commercial. But she quickly won their hearts by declaring, “I’m the new wicked stepmother. Call me Ursula.” Trudeau attended his father’s second wedding, but he and his siblings boycotted his mother’s marriage to Bill Amory. “When my mother left, she was the bad person in my mind. I was still too angry,” Trudeau says, “and I also didn’t want to have much to do with my new stepfather.”

While Trudeau has often claimed that he has not mined his own family life for Doonesbury, many of his personal experiences have crept in—in one form or another. In a 1995 strip, he would touch on this well of deep pain and shock in the immediate aftermath of his parents’ divorce when depicting J.J.’s abrupt decision to leave her husband, Mike Doonesbury, and their daughter, Alex:

[image: ]

But the drama from his childhood has here been turned inside out, as the narrative focuses on the devastated husband, who is consoled by the understanding child.

Soon after Garry’s parents split up, the sixth grader was sent, “against his will,” as he later stressed, to the Harvey School, an all-boys pre-prep school in Katonah, New York. As he later wrote in an essay for a Yale psychology class, “I became very nervous, kept everything within me and actually developed an ulcer toward the end of the year. However, in this particular school, we were all required to take an art course, and it was in art that I first found some kind of outlet for my frustration.” By expressing some of his pent-up anxiety, sadness, and rage in his drawings, the preadolescent began to feel less overwhelmed by his painful dislocation from home.

One reason why his divorcing parents sent him off to this particular pre-prep school was that his uncle—his mother’s brother, Richard Channing Moore—taught Latin there. “That was probably the only school of that type that they knew about,” Trudeau says. “My uncle was a West Point graduate and a little stiff, but he was a sweet guy. They didn’t let me off campus much, but I would occasionally go over to his house. He turned me on to stamp collecting.” Trudeau’s parents claimed that attending Harvey would increase his chances of getting into a good college. But Trudeau never believed them and eventually discovered that his skepticism had been well grounded. On his first day at Yale, he ran into a fellow freshman named Tommy Delahant, whose mother worked as the secretary in his father’s medical office. As Trudeau later recalled this epiphany, “And I thought, ‘Wait a minute! I had to leave Saranac Lake, leave my friends, leave the school on this premise that I’d never be able to get into a really good college, and Tommy got into Yale.’” This act of betrayal still stings, he admits.

Even though Harvey’s entire student body consisted of just 120 boys—half boarded in its two dorms, and half were day students—the school fielded a football team. The pint-size Trudeau gave it a go at a few positions, including wide receiver, safety, and defensive tackle. But while he fantasized about gridiron heroics, he never made much of an impact. He also dabbled in wrestling, ice hockey, and Ping-Pong. In the end, he managed to keep his emotional equilibrium by immersing himself in the painting that he did for his art classes. And he was already experimenting with his future métier. As his fifth-form (eighth-grade) classmate Timothy Sylvester recalled four decades after the fact, “At my request, he drew a birthday card cartoon sequence for my dad’s birthday, and it is a treasure.” This was a departure from conventional behavior, as Harvey students rarely showcased their artistic work to one another for fear of appearing effeminate. In the one-act play performed by the fifth form, Garry also had the guts to play a female character who falls for the protagonist, a fireman. Recalled his costar Kit Wise, “At the climax of the play, I had to kiss him in a romantic embrace—it was very, very embarrassing for thirteen-year-old boys, and I guess we kind of faked it!”

After finishing his last year at Harvey in the spring of 1962, Trudeau spent the summer with his mother and stepfather in East Hampton, where he learned sailing at the exclusive Devon Yacht Club. One of his pals in that summer sailing program on Long Island was Howard Dean, the future Vermont governor and presidential candidate, who would enter Yale a year after Trudeau. Dean was then living just a few blocks away from the elegant house that his grandparents had recently sold to Trudeau’s family. This stately summer residence on Ocean Avenue was originally designed by the nation’s premier architectural firm of McKim, Mead & White, which had built both Manhattan’s Pennsylvania Station and the Boston Public Library.

As adolescents, Trudeau and Dean would spend a lot of time in the summers hanging out together. With Trudeau somewhat isolated and alienated at Harvey, the bond was significant. “Howard was my best friend at the time,” Trudeau tells me. “We even wrote to each other during the school year.” Decades later, after becoming the governor of Vermont, Dean told a reporter that he had gotten his sense of humor from Trudeau—a statement that compelled his childhood friend to contact him. “That’s utter bullshit,” Trudeau emailed Dean. “When you knew me as a teenager, I didn’t have a sense of humor. Life was much too grim.”

During his Harvey years, Trudeau acknowledges, he developed an inferiority complex due to his short stature and his “extreme lack of athletic prowess.” But the one athletic accomplishment that he could chalk up as a preadolescent was defeating Dean time after time in their summer wrestling matches. As Dean tells me, “I was quite a good wrestler back then, and I was shocked at how easily the wiry Garry could pin me. All these years later, I haven’t forgotten how much that hurt.” Trudeau attributes his lightning-quick victories over Dean to his superior preparation. “I had to take a mandatory PE class in wrestling,” he adds, “and the difference between knowing a little bit of wrestling technique and knowing none is remarkable. I was unbeatable that summer, even by boys twice my size.” After finishing Yale, Dean went on to medical school and lost touch with Trudeau. But roughly forty years after their last wrestling match, Trudeau would boost the presidential aspirations of his boyhood yachting buddy by featuring him in a series of strips.

In the fall of 1962, Garry headed off to St. Paul’s, perhaps the bluest of all the blue-blood prep schools, in Concord, New Hampshire. To this day, its principal is still called the rector—a nod to the old requirement that only an ordained Episcopal minister could hold the position. While the prestigious Phillips Academy at Andover—which both George H. W. Bush and George W. Bush attended—is seventy-five years older than St. Paul’s, its mission has long emphasized the need to teach “youth from every quarter.” In contrast, back in the 1960s when Trudeau’s prep school was still all male, it harbored no such democratic inclinations. Dubbed the Eton of America, this New Hampshire institution aimed to produce the next generation of American leaders who would follow in the footsteps of such esteemed graduates as J. P. Morgan, Jr., the son of the famous tycoon, and John V. Lindsay, who was elected mayor of New York City during Trudeau’s last year in Concord.

At St. Paul’s, Trudeau often felt lonely. His one close friend was Perry King, a grandson of Maxwell Perkins, the celebrated editor of Ernest Hemingway and Thomas Wolfe, who had attended St. Paul’s some six decades earlier. The King and Trudeau families were joined at the hip because King’s father—Robert George King, a surgeon trained at Harvard Medical School—had been treated for TB by Trudeau’s grandfather in Saranac Lake in the mid-1930s. The two teenagers shared their feelings of alienation. “So many of us were unhappy there,” says King. “We couldn’t help but feel that our parents had no time for us. I was often homesick and angry, and Garry helped me deal with these feelings.” King remains shocked at the outright sadism displayed by some of the school’s leaders. He recalls that the school’s rector, Matthew Warren, once had an assistant rouse him at three in the morning in order to bring him to the rector’s residence for an emergency meeting. The so-called disciplinary issue concerned a teddy bear that someone in town had misplaced. A furious Warren threatened to expel King the next day for stealing the stuffed animal. “We both hated that place,” Trudeau told King years later, “but what you most hated was Warren.”

In his junior year at St. Paul’s, Trudeau became acutely depressed. “Life in a boarding school had become repellent to me,” he later recalled. Still undersized—a sudden and unexpected six-inch growth spurt during his senior year would enable him to reach his adult height of six feet—Trudeau was turned off by the competitive environment, and how success on the football field or in the hockey rink emerged as the principal yardstick for self-worth. His four years of prep school, he said in 1990, were “a tortured time for me.” When seeing him in Saranac Lake during the summer, his grandmother Helen Garretson Trudeau assumed that he was a troubled teen who was in dire need of a rehabilitation program such as Outward Bound.

But Trudeau’s deep disappointment with St. Paul’s was shared by the vast majority of his peers throughout the 1960s. Take Charles Pillsbury, a member of the class of 1965, who would later room with Trudeau at Yale. “Like Garry, I constantly felt as if I was being ranked by my fellow students on where I stood in athletics or popularity,” he tells me. “The stratification was horrific; it was Lord of the Flies stuff.” During his freshman year at St. Paul’s, Pillsbury was sexually abused by two of his classmates. “One night about an hour after the lights were turned off, two kids walked up the stairs to my room on the third floor of Brewster. One pinned me down and the other jerked off on me,” he says. “It was some kind of weird prank.” The few Jewish students, he adds, routinely got harassed. “I once saw a classmate approach a Jewish kid and throw some coins in his direction, shouting, ‘Go pick up your shekels.’ I was glad to get out of there.”

In the spring of 1968—two years after Trudeau’s graduation—two seniors sent what the school’s alumni magazine a half century later would dub “the infamous letter” of complaint to the administration, which was signed by about four-fifths of the graduating class. Besides addressing the strict rules, eight chapel services per week, and the lack of access to members of the opposite sex (coeducation would have to wait until 1971), this broadside focused on the harshness with which students were encouraged by their teachers—then dubbed “masters”—to treat one another. The aggrieved pair wrote, “Relationships are often based on one-up-manship of the most vicious sort. Open frankness is often greeted with cynicism … Master-boy relationships are abominable.” Sadly, “masters” often tried to live up to their creepy moniker by exercising arbitrary power over their students.

Both Trudeau and King found a rare sympathetic soul in art teacher William Parker Abbe, whose class they attended together. “He was just about the kindest person I ever met, and that was in stark contrast to the prevailing culture at St. Paul’s,” Trudeau says. The longtime artist in residence at St. Paul’s, whose caricatures of Hitler and FDR are among several of his works owned by the National Gallery of Art, was perhaps best known for his expressionistic lithographs and silk screens depicting both political figures and city life. He was loved by generations of students for his gentleness and lively sense of humor, which were evident in the cartoons depicting school events that he posted on the walls of the art building’s common room every day after lunch. “His class was the one place where we felt accepted,” says King. “He encouraged us to be ourselves. I was surprised that most of Garry’s artwork in Abbe’s class was very cartoonish, even though it was supposed to be representational. Frankly, I was afraid of saying anything for fear of insulting him. I now realize that there was already a bit of Doonesbury in it.”

On some level, Trudeau already knew that he had stumbled upon a magic sauce at St. Paul’s. As he noted as a Yale sophomore, a year before he began writing his famous strip, “In art class [at St. Paul’s], I was good enough to get away with doing anything I wanted; as a result, I never really learned to draw properly, to see and look at things, to realize before I envisioned. Perhaps that is why I have such a knack for cartoon drawing.” The sensibility of his beloved mentor may well have also nudged him toward seeing the world primarily through the prism of cartoons. But the popular cartoonists of the day exerted little influence on Trudeau’s burgeoning imagination, since he rarely read the comics sections in newspapers during his prep school years.

During his four years at St. Paul’s, artistic creation became Trudeau’s all-consuming obsession. In his junior year, he was the cowinner of the school’s art prize for murals that he drew inside the New Hampshire State Hospital, a psychiatric facility. To get out of taking a winter sport, the geeky Trudeau devoted three afternoons a week to an art project. On a wall in the boys’ ward, he drew ten-by-fourteen-foot wall paintings, consisting of various images from Robert Louis Stevenson’s novel Treasure Island, including full-length figures of Long John Silver, Jim Hawkins, and the pirates.

Trudeau also found outlets for his artwork in various school publications, including The Pelican, the newspaper; the Horae Scholasticae, the literary magazine—which dates back to 1860 and is one of the oldest in an American high school—and the yearbook. Only a few of his drawings addressed the turbulent national politics of the 1960s. “I wasn’t particularly politically attuned growing up,” he has stated. “There wasn’t much debate at our dinner table.” Both his parents were Republicans, and as an adolescent, he still tended to side with them. The overarching theme in his prep school oeuvre was alienation; he often expressed disappointment in the arbitrary decisions of adult leaders—both those at the school and those in the outside world. In a cartoon in The Pelican from the fall of 1964, he hurled a nonpartisan salvo in the direction of all one hundred United States senators.

[image: ]In his prep school days, Trudeau did not hold strong political opinions. Like many adolescents, he found fault with adults of all stripes.


Trudeau’s handiwork was all over the yearbook, as the inside front and back covers contained his penciled depictions of all hundred members of the graduating class—except for one, himself. “Everybody thought that a strange omission,” he tells me. “But at the time, I thought it’d be egotistical to include myself.” The shy and sensitive adolescent who often felt abandoned by his parents and rejected by his peers had relegated himself to an observer role in his own prep school experience. “I also must have been afraid of offending anyone in a forever drawing, because they’re not true caricatures,” adds Trudeau.
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		After getting a start in the theater with her brother, Michelle Trudeau initially studied drama at CalArts in the early 1970s. She then transferred to Stanford, where she earned a BA in biology in 1975. She later worked as a science journalist for NPR for nearly forty years.



		In his prep school days, Trudeau did not hold strong political opinions. Like many adolescents, he found fault with adults of all stripes.



		Early in his career as a cartoonist, Trudeau was often criticized for his complete lack of artistic ability. But these high school drawings show that he has long been a capable portraitist.



		Long before George W. Bush became president, he and Trudeau were at loggerheads. In fact, in this 1967 cartoon, Trudeau depicts Bush— then a Davenport College senior—as the devil incarnate.



		By his sophomore year at Yale—as the Vietnam War was raging—Trudeau’s artistic imagination was flooded by his own fears of being wounded—if not killed—in combat.



		This letter to the editor published in the Yale Daily News in February 1968 is the urtext of Doonesbury. Trudeau’s disappointed and frustrated unnamed narrator would later find a voice in his everyman, Mike Doonesbury.



		In the late 1960s, the blatant misogyny displayed in the Record was widely shared by many Yalies, including the university’s president, Kingman Brewster.



		Bull tales contained several blatantly misogynistic strips in its first year. But after Trudeau fell in love with Annie Hurlbut in 1970, the strip would take a starkly feminist turn.



		While Trudeau hated the Vietnam War as much as anyone, he never identified with Yale’s campus radicals, such as his bull tales character Mark Slackmeyer.



		Soon after he received his draft number in the draft lottery, Trudeau took pen to paper to express his anxiety and rage.



		While Trudeau has been writing in his sketchbooks for nearly sixty years, he admits, “The early ones have often become indecipherable—even to me.”



		Hubert Humphrey was the first of dozens of senators who would correspond with Trudeau. Others have included Ted Kennedy, John Kerry, Pat Moynihan, Pat Leahy, John McCain, and Al Franken.



		Ehrlichman resigned from the Nixon White House on April 30, 1973, so he had already been unemployed for nearly three weeks by the time he wrote to Trudeau.



		As a satirist, Trudeau has long been attuned to the foibles of politicians of all stripes. And after Nixon resigned, he began looking more closely at the moral defects of leading Democrats, such as Ted Kennedy and Jimmy Carter.



		While Trudeau often filled his sketchbook with random drawings and thoughts, on other occasions, he carefully plotted a week or two of strips.



		Even though Trudeau’s political satire has focused mostly on Republican politicians, he could still occasionally anger leading Democrats, such as former House Speaker Tip O’Neill.



		The bitter relationship between Mark Slackmeyer and his father, Phil, mirrored the national tension between baby boomers and the Greatest Generation.



		On the page on the right, we can see that Trudeau first imagined he would mention Bianca Jagger in one of his Studio 54 strips, but he eventually changed his mind and decided on Halston instead.



		This invitation ended up connecting Trudeau with George Carlin, who was honored at the same ACLU Dinner. Trudeau would find the renowned comic to be a kindred spirit.



		During his Zoo Plane years, Trudeau formed friendships with many White House correspondents, including Sam Donaldson, whom he often lampooned in the strip.



		A bearded Trudeau aboard the Zoo Plane in 1979.



		Kissinger remained one of Trudeau’s favorite targets long after 1977, when he left his last official political post as secretary of state under Gerald Ford.



		During the 1980 Democratic Convention in New York City, Trudeau networked with numerous movers and shakers in both print and TV journalism.



		Remarkably, the former secretary of state actually ghostwrote a letter for his own dog, Tyler, and even forged the canine’s signature.



		As a boy, Trudeau’s first love was the theater, and he was thrilled to work on musicals with the late Elizabeth Swados.



		Legendary Washington Post editor Ben Bradlee was a devoted Doonesbury fan.



		Trudeau’s use of the double to capture a nasty side of George H. W. Bush has a long history in political cartoons dating back to the early nineteenth century.



		Trudeau doubted that Barbara Bush’s friendly note was sincere, and he has long had a frosty relationship with the entire Bush family.



		Trudeau with fellow journalists Sidney Blumenthal (center) and Hendrik Hertzberg (right) pose next to cutouts of USA Today and George H. W. Bush at the 1988 Republican convention in New Orleans.



		Trudeau’s sketchbook from October 2003, in which he begins jotting down his thoughts about the sexual harassment charges against California Republican gubernatorial candidate Arnold Schwarzenegger.



		As an “investigative cartoonist,” Trudeau always researched his controversial strips—such as those on Vice President Dan Quayle—very carefully. He has never been sued.



		Back in the fall of 2004, Trudeau was so obsessed with Trump the TV host that he stuck him into a Sunday strip at the last minute.



		Trudeau has long been obsessed with Trump’s hair, as illustrated by this 2006 doodle.



		Soon after their first meeting in China, Trudeau and Brokaw became instant best friends. “Garry is like family,” says Brokaw.



		Trudeau was the first cartoonist to join the White House press corps. In the 1970s, his first name was often misspelled.
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