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Introduction

On a cloudless spring morning in June 1994, eighteen hundred women in white wound their way through the serene and verdant campus of Wellesley College. A sweet breeze stirred the swamp maple, tupelo, and hickory trees, setting their leaves to trembling in the still mirror of Waban Lake. Pale ivory dogwood and scarlet rhododendron littered petals like confetti across the lush, sloping lawns. Led by 102-year-old Jane Cary Nearing, a graduate of Wellesley before women had the right to vote, the elder alumnae stepped regally through an arbor of their successors, skirts dancing about their ankles and class colors held high. The women of ’29 shook blue-and-white pom-poms; ’34 tipped purple gingham hats; ’59 answered with a twirl of yellow parasols; and ’69 fluttered green scarves. All cheered tribute to the silvery ladies who had led their way.

More than one returning alumna discerned in that river of white a symbolic pageant of female history. Yet missing that morning in Wellesley, Massachusetts, was the most prominent symbol of the dramatic transformation in the lives of American women in the late twentieth century. The Wellesley graduate who twenty-five years earlier had launched her classmates into the world with a now legendary commencement address was in Europe that June weekend with her husband and the other leaders of the Western world, commemorating the fiftieth anniversary of D day. In her place, her classmates bore—with obvious and antic pride—a cardboard cutout of the First Lady. Lifted from one of the photo hustlers who stalk the sidewalks around the White House, that effigy, too, was a fitting symbol. As America’s most visible representative of the modern woman, Hillary Rodham Clinton is inevitably rendered, by those who love her and by those who don’t, in two dimensions.

Her classmates, for the most part, have been spared a similar fate. Coming of age at a rare moment in history and with the equally rare privilege of an elite college education, the women who graduated from Wellesley in 1969 were destined to be the monkeys in the space capsule, the first to test in their own lives the consequences of the great transformations wrought by the second wave of feminism. Each has confronted the same questions as Hillary, but more privately, unburdened by the symbolic weight of the First Lady’s role. How much would they embrace of their parents’ values, and how much of their rebellious peers’? How reconcile their youthful aversion to the establishment and what Hillary called in her commencement speech “our prevailing acquisitive, competitive corporate life” with their determination to claim power for women, break into male professions, support themselves, provide well for their children, change the world? Could they create such a thing as a marriage of equals, combine the model of full-time motherhood they had been raised on with the demands of working lives? How would they confront the historically tragic realities in a woman’s life: the loss of youthful beauty, the leave-taking of children, the end of fertility? And how manage all of that in a culture bent on defining on their behalf the nature of womanhood and the path to female happiness? “We are, all of us, exploring a world that none of us understand and attempting to create within that uncertainty,” Hillary Rodham told her classmates on the day of their graduation three decades ago. “The only tool we have ultimately to use is our lives …”

This book is about how the women who graduated from Wellesley in 1969 created their lives at a moment when that river of female history surged to flood stage, tearing roots, collapsing once solid banks and familiar landmarks. Some would plunge headlong into the roiling waters, hoping to ride them into some newer Eden. Others would grasp at the riverbanks even as they crumbled. Yet even those who tried to resist the flood have ultimately used it to carry them free of the narrows in which women had long spent their lives. Nancy Wanderer, for example, wanted her mother’s life and got too much of her wish, including a stifling marriage; the difference is that twenty years on, she attached herself to a radical social movement that not only broke her marriage but helped her realize, finally, the life girls dream of when they play house with other girls, a life where each gets a turn playing Mommy and Daddy. Virtually all in the class would repeat that pattern in some fashion: In the wider world, they escaped the intensely private and limited lives to which previous generations of women were consigned. For Hillary Clinton, claiming a public life has been a decidedly mixed blessing. She is, even by her classmates, pitied as much as admired. But what of the others? In breaching the domestic wall, have her closest peers mostly enjoyed, or mostly suffered, the new possibilities their generation created for women?

The years in which these women grew up and entered the world were a time of unprecedented change. In the decade that began in their high school junior year, a women’s movement becalmed since the 1930s gained a sudden second wind with the publication of Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique. Challenging the postwar dogma that the only normal and joyful destiny for a woman was to be mother and wife—and voicing in public for the first time the unconfessed misery of countless white middle-class suburban housewives—Friedan’s remarkable catalog of the propaganda aimed at women by advertising and the media and science was by 1964 the best-selling paperback in the country. That same year, the passage of the Civil Rights Act and creation of the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission provided the advocates of race and gender equality a powerful new legal instrument: When the head of EEOC publicly refused to act against sex discrimination, Friedan helped launch in 1966 the National Organization for Women. NOW lobbied and litigated against discrimination and in behalf of such needs as day care for the children of working women, but its goals extended well beyond workplace issues to a fundamental reconception of both men’s and women’s roles. “We believe that a true partnership between sexes demands a different concept of marriage, as well as an equitable sharing of the responsibilities of home and children and of the economic burdens of their support.”

Following the lead of civil rights activists, who refused the deference and public invisibility historically demanded of blacks, NOW and its more radical sister organizations broke all feminine rules of modesty and took feminism to the streets. In 1967, when the women of ’69 were sophomores at Wellesley, Mother’s Day protesters descended on the White House. Brandishing signs reading END HUMAN SACRIFICE. DON’T GET MARRIED, they ritually discarded chains of flowers, aprons, and mock typewriters, emblems of the courted girl, the housebound wife, and the helpmeet in the steno pool. In their junior year, “women’s liberation” made its first national splash when two hundred demonstrators arrived at the Miss America pageant in Atlantic City to protest its “propagation of the mindless sex object image” and set up a “freedom trash can” into which women were invited to toss “objects of female torture”: hair curlers, girdles, bras, and high heels. Sex and underwear, the most private matters, were recognized as having political meaning. Ms. magazine was launched in 1971; by 1972 the Equal Rights Amendment had passed by overwhelming margins in both the House and Senate; in 1973, the Supreme Court found a constitutional right to abortion in Roe v. Wade.

NOW’s demand for a wholesale remaking of marriage, child rearing, education, work, politics, law, medicine, religion, psychology, and sexuality has been in the brief lifetime of these women to a remarkable degree fulfilled. In the 1950s, when the women of ’69 were girls, half of all women married as teenagers, and a third had their first child before age twenty; the average age of first marriage and motherhood dropped to the youngest in U.S. history and all but 7 percent of women eventually became mothers, typically raising three or four children. Only a fifth of students then in college were women; two out of three of those dropped out, and only 6 percent of all women completed their degrees. Fewer still went on to advanced degrees and professions. By 1966, women’s share of college faculty positions was lower than in 1910 and women accounted for only 0.5 percent of engineers, 3 percent of lawyers, and 6 percent of physicians; throughout the workforce the gender wage gap was widening. A century’s gains in women’s education and employment were in fact reversed with the end of World War II as a million women were pushed out of jobs or into pink-collar ghettos to make room for 12 million returning GIs. Fewer than one in ten mothers with children under six worked full-time; in the suburbs, just 3 percent did so. Unless she was nonwhite or poor, marriage and child-rearing were a woman’s lifetime career.

By the time the women of ’69 were launching their own daughters into the world, all that had changed. In 1998, just 3 percent of families corresponded to the perfect portrait of the traditional nuclear family—dad bringing home the bacon to two kids and a stay-at-home mom. With women waiting longer to wed, and with half of all marriages ending in divorce, a woman today can expect to be married less than half her adult life. Child rearing, too, occupies a smaller portion of her adulthood: Though the number of children raised by single mothers has quadrupled since the 1950s to 24 percent, Hillary Clinton’s generation has had fewer children than any previous generation of American women. With longer life expectancies, they will spend many more years in an empty nest. Twenty percent have never had children.

The shifts in family structure followed dramatic changes in women’s education and employment. Women are now the majority among students pursuing higher education, and have made tremendous gains in high-earning professions. By 1990, a third of all attorneys, doctors, professors, and business managers were women. The median income of women in their forties has increased 31 percent over three decades, while men’s remained nearly unchanged. Fifty-seven percent of women with children under six and 68 percent of women with school-age children are now in the workforce (though a third of those with children under eighteen work part-time); 48 percent of married women provide half or more of their family income; 18 percent are the sole providers, and 10 percent of husbands now describe themselves as homemakers. In 1992, those shifts were mirrored, somewhat belatedly, in the First Family: Barbara Bush, a grandmother of twelve who dropped out of college to marry and never again held a paying job, yielded America’s most symbolic hearth and home to an attorney with a six-figure income and one child.

Having been girls in one world, the women of Wellesley ’69 became women in another. They were “split at the root,” in poet Adrienne Rich’s phrase. Though they are more educated and less poor than average—as of 1994, 58 percent had an advanced degree—their lives mirror the new national norm to a remarkable extent: Just 5 percent are traditional homemakers; 42 percent of those who are married provide half or more of their household income; 12 percent have never married; 23 percent have no children.

Women’s colleges have often provided a useful window into the present state of womanhood. Researching The Second Sex (1949), Simone de Beauvoir interviewed women “from Mary Guggenheim to Mary McCarthy to the many anonymous Marys who were students at Vassar, Sweet Briar and the women’s campus of Tulane.” The Feminine Mystique began with a fifteenth-reunion survey of Betty Friedan’s own class of 1942 at Smith College—a group exactly the generation of the mothers of the class of ’69. Mary McCarthy’s cruel roman à clef The Group mocked her classmates of Vassar ’33–and, by implication, their progressive descendants in 1963, the year of its publication; Sylvia Plath’s autobiographical novel The Bell Jar, about a Smith student in the 1950s, held out a dark warning to the young women of the sixties.

All of these authors exploited the high degree of self-consciousness common among these well-schooled women. It is a quality particularly apparent in the hordes of baby boomers who came of age in the sixties: Theirs was a generation that imagined it would reinvent the world. Self-conscious iconoclasts and pioneers, the women of ’69 would experiment boldly with sex and work and family and religion and politics. They would also develop the habit of seeing their own lives in historic terms. Having been analyzed endlessly by experts of every stripe, from psychologists and sociologists to marketers and gender theorists (some drawn from their own ranks), the way they are talked about is also the way they often talk about themselves. In their voices, one hears echoes of the diverse vocabularies of linguist Deborah Tannen and developmental psychologist Carol Gilligan, of New Age guru Clarissa Pinkola Estes and child-rearing expert Penelope Leach, of the New Left and the women’s health movement and feminist jurisprudence. The women of ’69 recognize themselves as characters in the present drama over the meaning of gender, over family structure and the rearing of children, over the relationship between the self and society, between the private and public realms.

The accounts of their lives offered here are more memoir than biography. Though I interviewed mothers and fathers, sons and daughters, husbands and lovers and friends, I was concerned most with what the women themselves make of their lives, what choices they celebrate or regret as they look back from the vantage of midlife. Where possible, I have tried to provide some context for their metamorphoses. These women, alert consumers of culture, are like slightly bent satellite dishes: They pick up most of the intellectual currents of the day, but the signal is frequently broken up or overlapped by contrary signals. Rather than impose coherence, I have tried to summarize the ideas they have absorbed while also preserving the idiosyncratic ways in which they have understood them. For the sake of narrative flow, I have sometimes knitted together several conversations, which can throw into relief the human habit of self-contradiction.

Memory, of course, has its own agenda: To the extent that these are self-portraits, they preserve both the kind and unkind cuts that enterprise invariably entails. In recounting their histories, each of these women has made a story of her life, finding with hindsight the fruit born of chaos and pain, mapping cause and effect, discerning motifs, imbuing events with symbolic and prophetic portent. They have rationalized misdeeds and also lacerated themselves with criticism; romanticized youthful adventures, swelling them to grand proportions, but also flattened their own past into anecdote.

They have not, however, kept many secrets. Reared in the tenets of consciousness-raising, most of the women of Wellesley ’69 have been candid about their lives to an almost unsettling degree. To break the silence that prevailed in their childhood on such matters as sexuality and marital unhappiness and substance abuse, most believe, has a moral purpose. Though Hannah Arendt herself was hostile to feminism, her recognition that “if we do not know our history, we are doomed to live it as though it were our private fate” was developed by feminists into a central principle of the movement. The feminist insight that “the personal is political” meant that some seemingly solitary struggles were in fact shared, rooted in family, social, and corporate structures that had to be challenged by women in solidarity with one another. Personal testimony became a political act; speaking out was a way to join and sustain the sisterhood. “The personal is political” also meant that there was a politics, a power relationship, in the family and that therefore such public values as justice and equality had to be taken home. It meant that all sorts of seemingly intimate choices—what kind of underwear one wore, whether and how and with whom one had sex—were political as well as personal, a way of confronting social rules as to how a lady behaved and of interrogating the complicated relationship between power and sexual consent. “The personal is political” meant that disputes traditionally treated as domestic and therefore private—acts of forced sex or of violence against one’s family members—would no longer be immune from public scrutiny. It meant that you had to “walk the talk,” align how you lived in the world—earned your money, disposed of your trash—with the values you professed. It meant, as well, that the political is personal: that the public realm of work and law had to be tempered with such “womanly” values as nurturance and compassion.

The dissolution of the hard boundary that once separated the private from the public has had mixed consequences, and those consequences are the central subject of this book. Co-opted by commercial culture, the confessional impulse has grown grotesque on TV talk shows (though as David Halberstam points out in The Fifties, it was The Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet, the show that has come to stand for all the marvelous family values America subsequently lost, that first took “what was most private”—the lives of the couple’s two sons—“and made it terribly public”). In politics, the idea that the personal behavior of a senator or president is a legitimate measure of his political character has often degraded civic discourse into scandalmongering. Hollywood has seized upon the openness toward sex and intimate violence as license to make them both staples of popular entertainment. Excessively shielded as girls from harsh realities, the women of ’69 have raised children excessively exposed. They have also sometimes lost their way on the “twelve-step” path. “The personal is political” has sometimes degenerated into the notion that personal revelation and transformation are politics enough.

Yet it remains true that these women have taken great sustenance, like many women before them, from speaking truth to one another—it is a tradition still enacted at their class reunion meetings. The women of ’69 have come out as debutantes. They have also come out as lesbians, as victims of domestic abuse, as alcoholics. At the same time, they have remained possessed of the manners and dutiful habits instilled at Wellesley—a wonderful combination for any biographer attempting to retrace their lives. So Dorothy Devine, ’69, was not only able to promptly find and send me the 1970 report to the House Judiciary Committee on her subversive activities in the New Left and in Cuba—as well as snapshots of herself with bare-breasted celebrants at the Michigan Womyn’s Music Festival and wreathed with laurel at a menopause rite. She also accompanied it all with a gracious note on flowered stationery in a lovely hand.

“Why do we have all these problems we didn’t have in 1955?” Speaker of the House of Representatives Newt Gingrich asked in a speech in 1994. “Because a long pattern of counterculture belief … has undervalued the family.” Nostalgia for the childhood world these women lost or abandoned, and disavowal of their generation’s “revolution” as a destructive spasm, are central tenets of political discourse in the 1990s. In the present rendering of postwar history, the fifties marked the last golden moment of centuries of stable and happy families, a world of order and restraint tragically dismantled by the nihilistic assault in the sixties on traditional values. In this view, selfish ambition and wanton pleasure-seeking triumphed over a spartan sense of responsibility, precipitating the family’s demise: Since the nurturance and moral education of family is traditionally the responsibility of women, it follows that they bear the greatest share of blame for this tragedy. It was for men to shoulder the burdens—and honor—of work and civic life. When women insisted on stepping into the public arena as well, they betrayed their calling as the keepers of a domestic haven in a heartless world.

When my brief portrait of five women of Wellesley ’69 (U.S. attorney Kris Olson Rogers, Dr. Lonny Laszlo Higgins, and management consultant Janet McDonald Hill—all married working moms; Susan Alexander, a divorced working mom; and Kathy Smith Ruckman, a married full-time mom) appeared in U.S. News & World Report on the occasion of their twenty-fifth reunion, the letters received by the magazine reflected this sense of betrayal. A military man stationed in Europe wrote: “I submit that Kathy Ruckman, who got married, had children and stayed home, is the most successful career woman of the bunch. It’s also a good bet her children aren’t high school dropouts, drug addicts, unwed mothers, gang members, or in some other way a burden on society.… This is what the rest of these ‘gifted women’ … have given us.” A woman in Hitchcock, Oklahoma, charged that “the group rebelled against more than the traditional family. Hillary and classmates rebelled against the Ten Commandments.” To another woman, from Newton, New Jersey, Hillary’s generation of women was the reason “we are in big trouble today—the most important word in their vocabulary is ‘mine.’ Look at how many are divorced. [Their parents made sacrifices in the armed services] so these ungratefuls could live, and now they are trying to destroy this great country.”

They have destroyed the family and ruined America’s children, defied the divine order and sabotaged morality, replaced self-sacrifice and duty with arrogant self-absorption and greed. That is the charge made against this generation of women. They have torn down American values, or sold out to them. In the process, they have ruined their own lives and created a nightmare for their daughters. A 1994 Frontline documentary on Hillary’s class depicted these women as badly damaged by feminism: the career woman condemned to barren spinsterhood and remorse; the full-time mom to humiliation; the working mom to hyperorganized hyperactivity and her own daughter’s disavowal of her hectic life.

These are the familiar condemnations and cautionary tales. “You know the rules,” Hillary Rodham Clinton told the 1992 graduates of Wellesley. “If you don’t get married, you’re abnormal.… If you get married and have children but then go work outside the home, you’re a bad mother. If you get married and have children but stay home, you’ve wasted your education.” The “baby busters” may lament their generation’s absence of a galvanizing identity, but their mothers suffer the opposite burden, as an endlessly caricatured generation.

Such caricatures well serve crusaders out to whittle history into a sharp ideological stick, but they are of little use for anyone wanting to understand another actual human being. Lives rendered as moral parable—whatever the agenda—are inevitably drained of the density and ambiguity and complexity and mystery of real life in favor of the broad strokes of social realism. “Generalities clank when wielded,” Eudora Welty once wrote. “They make too much noise for us to hear what people might actually be trying to say. They are fatal to tenderness and are in themselves nonconductors of any real, however modest, discovery of the writer’s own heart.”

Those caricatured pay their own price. For Hillary’s classmates, the recipe of the glass slipper and Betty Crocker domesticity on which they were raised remained enormously powerful, no matter how many countertales feminism told. More than a few have struggled to sort out their own dreams and experience from the dreams fed them by the common culture. Nonna Noto, ’69, wrote every five years to her classmates of her enduring hopes for a husband and children and was wistful at her bad luck. But she now wonders whether she and some of her fellow childless classmates in fact chose the life they wanted but could not admit that choice even to themselves—whether they failed, as Hemingway put it, to “feel those things they actually feel and not the things they think they should feel.” Those who deviated from the feminist recipe for happiness—at times just as fixed and tyrannical as the old pattern—have also frequently felt scorned or abnormal, equally mismatched with what Phyllis Rose calls the “limited and limiting plots” we impose on our own lives. “If I were to overcome the conventions, I should need the courage of a hero,” Virginia Woolf once wrote, “and I am not a hero.”

The women of Wellesley ’69 are overwhelmingly feminists: 80 percent readily describe themselves that way. Are they, then, anti-men, anti-sex, anti-family, anti-motherhood, anti-religion? Have they been burned out and embittered by the changes wrought by feminism?

The aim of this book is not to supplant malicious caricatures with their opposites but rather to reflect the immense variety of these four hundred women, a variety that is itself the most dramatic legacy of feminism. Almost any adventure imaginable in the past fifty years can be found somewhere among their number: They have dropped acid, cheated on their husbands, had abortions, struggled to get pregnant, run away with the stableman, run away to be a Buddhist nun, made fortunes, lost fortunes, taken Prozac, started menopause, pushed a stroller through their twenty-fifth-reunion parade. In the sheer diversity and idiosyncrasy of their lives, the women of ’69 resist the taxonomist. How does one type a Pentecostal Christian creationist physician with a house-husband? How make a cautionary tale of Catherine Parke, a college professor and poet whose late baby has not “stolen my time to write nor scattered my attention nor left me tired or overwhelmed nor damaged my career or sex life or self-esteem”?

To fairly reflect their diversity, I have gathered a larger cast than the usual three, four, or five characters typical of social histories. I have not, however, attempted to represent the class in any demographic sense: I did not divide the book among married and divorced, black and white, happy and unhappy, in proportional reflection of the class. Ultimately, I followed the stories that interested me most. If they are sometimes exceptionally dramatic, traversing what Oliver Sacks calls “the arctics and tropics of human existence,” they are also the stories that the women of ’69 tell each other and themselves. Having sailed into unmapped waters—and before the recent great surge in women’s biography and fractured fairy tales and female picaresques—these women have frequently turned for inspiration to one another’s often epic lives: to Lonny Laszlo Higgins’s ten years at sea raising her family and training Micronesian public health workers; to Dr. Nancy Eyler’s marriage to an uneducated cowboy and move to Montana; to Alison Campbell Swain’s rejection of the ease she could have bought herself with her family fortune in favor of a life of ceaselessly taking care of other people.

Though each chapter charts a season or theme in their lives, their sagas are rarely linear. Motherhood, still, is the great track-switcher: For all their efforts to share with their husbands housekeeping and child-rearing responsibilities, the demands of family have almost always upended their lives more radically than they have unsettled their husbands’. So three decades after they graduated from Wellesley, some are senior partners in major law firms and some are recent graduates from law school. Alongside women at the top of careers pursued unremittingly are women who have dedicated their principal energies to their children and are only now entering graduate school or the workforce, or reentering after a long time. Some have grown children, born as early as December 1969; one is caring for a toddler, born in 1997. The fluidity of their lives has not been without limits: The biological clock imposes its imperatives, as does the premium on youth in the workplace. But theirs are complicated intertwinings of work and marriage and motherhood and daughterhood, with interruptions and distractions and divided attention and necessary new beginnings. The boundaries between chapters therefore sometimes blur.

The confusion of realms presented a dilemma as to what to call these women throughout the book. In the 1950s, the use of first names generally indicated a subordinate status: A secretary was Betty or Carol; her boss was Mr. Thompson or Dr. Smith. That changed with the mixing by the sixties generation of personal and public life. The current president is referred to by his first name more than any of his predecessors because of the familiarity he has invited with public talk of such matters as his underwear, and because his presidency has seemed to be more novelistic than most. The phrase “Friends of Bill” is a perfect example of how intimacy and organized politics have become intertwined; another is the political controversy stirred by Hillary Rodham’s youthful decision to carry her maiden name forward into her marriage. Like Bill, Hillary is often just “Hillary” in the conversations of ordinary people, including, of course, her classmates. For that reason, and because their stories weave in and out so often between private and public life, I have for the most part referred to Hillary and the rest of the women of Wellesley ’69 by their first names. The one exception is in Chapter Four, where I deal at length with the work of two women in the class virtually in isolation from their private lives; in that case, it seemed appropriately formal to use their last names.

Chapter One looks at their years together at Wellesley, their first experience away from the domestic cocoon, and their first taste of loyalties divided between the world they grew up in and the new possibilities then emerging for women. Chapter Two goes backward, then, for a closer look at the circumstances of their girlhood and the nature of the imprint left upon them by their mothers’ lives. Chapter Three focuses on those who dove deep into “the sixties,” shaking radically loose from their past with all manner of political and personal transgressions of their parents’ rule. Chapter Four—the first of three chapters on their lives at work—looks at how their encounters with a “man’s world” reinforced or reshaped their ideas of what it means to be a woman and how, in turn, they have remade their professions. Chapter Five recognizes their struggles as pioneers—the lone woman in her medical school, the first vice-president at her bank—recalling the barriers present thirty years ago for women and the battles required to bring them down. Chapter Six takes on the subject that is both most discussed and most susceptible to ideological distortion—the dilemmas of balancing work and family. Chapter Seven looks at those in the class who have stayed home to raise their kids; and Chapter Eight, at those who have wound up single—by choice or luck. Chapter Nine is given over to two women whose journeys toward an authentic identity and life have been particularly arduous and wild. Chapter Ten focuses on the quest that increasingly defines these women’s lives, for spiritual knowledge and serenity. And Chapter Eleven looks at how they are facing the mortal struggles of midlife—empty nests, erratic hormones, aging parents, aging selves.

Mary Catherine Bateson has argued that the constant improvisations and sustained peripheral vision required by the interrupted female life are not crippling to a woman’s life and work but creative. She proposes “the knight errant as a better model for our times than the seeker of the grail.” Dorothy Devine, ’69, offers another model: She has taken up a classic woman’s craft—needlework. “A patchwork quilt is like a kaleidoscope of your life; you’re making something harmonious of all the disparate pieces.”

Richard Holmes, biographer of Coleridge and Shelley, believes that a biographer should find a subject “that actually puts him on guard in the most extreme and delicate way—that, as it were, throws down a challenge.” As a woman exactly ten years younger than my subjects, I have often felt that there was much at stake for me in their answers to my questions. There is no formula to derive here: The marrieds are not categorically happier than the unmarrieds—nor are the professionals or those with children or those without. Their happiness, where it exists, cannot be dissected or hunted with a map like buried treasure; it is not a destination arrived at ever after but one fleetingly won and lost. Though these lives defy the attempt to craft a certain recipe for a fruitful life, to listen to these women is nonetheless cheering. They are, for the most part, “in love with daylight,” in Wilfrid Sheed’s lovely phrase. “When I say a prayer,” says the orphaned, unmarried, childless, too often celibate, more than once heartbroken Chris Osborne, ’69, “it is a prayer of thanks.”


CHAPTER ONE
 [image: ]
 The Wellesley Years

At Christmas break of her senior year, Dorothy Devine got married in a white tulle veil and a moiré silk wedding gown with a high Victorian collar and a micro-miniskirt, daisies in her hair.

A moon-faced, mild, middle-class girl from Winnetka, Illinois, Dorothy had never felt fully at home at Wellesley. The academic demands overwhelmed her, and she had made few friends among the sleek New York debs and midwestern heiresses in their cashmere sweater sets and gold circle pins. By sophomore year, she was spending much of her time across the river in Cambridge, where, at a meeting of the Students for a Democratic Society, she met Dan Gilbarg, an intense young radical with curly hair and a scraggly mustache. Though just a senior at Harvard, Dan was teaching “Socialist Critiques of American Society” with New Left political philosopher Herbert Marcuse and Black Panther Eldridge Cleaver. Dan upended Dorothy’s fearful certainty of the “domino theory” of Communist hegemony. At his urging, she began writing for The Liberation News, covering “community work in the ghettos, third world revolutions, police brutality, and the truth of events in Havana and Hanoi.” Together they painted placards and staged sit-ins in Harvard Square.

Dorothy had never had a date in high school, never even been kissed. So when she told her mother junior year that she had a boyfriend and was on the pill, her Catholic father “went bonkers.” The first time she brought Dan home to meet the family, her father told her that he had hidden his navy sword to avoid killing the young man who’d compromised his only daughter. Mr. Devine wrote her twenty-page letters every day, telling her she was a ruined woman. He went to the dean of the college in a rage, excoriating her for failing to meet her responsibility to keep his daughter a virgin. “Wellesley was this castle in the woods full of princesses,” says Dorothy. “My father was angry because the tower wasn’t tall enough.”

To punish Dorothy for her immoral behavior, her father took away all her money and demanded she get married if she hoped for any further support. “I had no idea what I wanted to do and how I would support myself. I believed I needed a man to get money. And marrying the future professor—that seemed like something to do with my life. So I married Dan. Then my father refused to come to graduation, because we were Communists. When Dan and I moved into a radical collective, he cut ties completely. That hurt a lot, because I felt harried into my marriage. It was not a particularly happy day. And my mother couldn’t really intervene. She was always under my father’s thumb. He ran the house, and you were either a patriot or traitor, right or wrong. Here I’d done what I was supposed to do: I had married the Ivy League man and set up housekeeping. But I got punished for it. The Vietnam War, the sexual revolution, it just completely pulled us apart. There was this huge, unbridgeable gap between generations.”

Like reluctant seafarers, one foot aboard ship, the other still reaching for familiar ground, the women of the Wellesley class of ’69 spent their years at college poised precariously across a chasm between two worlds. Lagging a breath behind the rest of America’s campuses, physically isolated and archaic in its traditions, Wellesley inhabited at the end of the decade an odd crease in time, where everything meant by the fifties and all that would come to be called the sixties existed for a moment side by side.

Parents with traditional notions of femininity had sent their shining girls into pastoral quietude to be cultivated into graceful mothers and wives. In this “hothouse for purebred flowers,” as Kris Olson, ’69, remembers it, the girls would chastely await the arrival of their Ivy prince. Their campus guidebook neatly summarized centuries of feminine destiny. “We are the sought, rather than the seekers. How do we begin being sought?”

At the same time, even high in their Gothic towers, the young women of Wellesley could not help but hear the countervailing messages in the culture. Already in the decade of their girlhood, the civil rights movement had insisted on a broadened definition of equality and demonstrated a grassroots mechanism for social change; by the late sixties, its principles and practices had been embraced by the movement for women’s equality. The joys of sex were being publicly celebrated as never before in advertising, Hollywood, and rock ’n’ roll. And though few would feel the sting of tear gas, most of these girls admired the rebellion under way against their parents’ values by antiwar activists, student protesters, New Left intellectuals, consciousness expanders, Whole Earthers, humanist psychologists, spiritual pilgrims, sexual adventurers—all promising a doorway out of what Hillary Rodham would call in her graduation speech “inauthentic reality” and into “a more penetrating … existence.” The Wellesley college newspaper regularly covered Timothy Leary’s lectures at Harvard, in which he urged all his “well-adjusted” young students to jettison their “parochial psychic stability,” drop acid, and complicate their ways of seeing and experiencing the world.

In the odd crease in time Wellesley inhabited, such radical injunctions inevitably took on a pastel hue. Reporting on her interview with Frank Zappa junior year, Wellesley News correspondent Chris Franz, ’69, duly reported the rock star’s standard advice: “Freak out, Suzy Creamcheese. Drop out of school before your brain rots.” What Zappa meant, Chris reassured her readers, was merely that the “supersocialized product of the education system should cast off outmoded and restrictive thinking and etiquette.” His call to drop out, she wrote in a profile tucked into the paper between an ad for Brooks Brothers clothiers and a notice for the collegiate queen competition, “was aimed at students in public school.” And the Mothers of Invention, she added, were all exceedingly “well mannered and clean.”

Living on the cusp between the age of the feminine mystique and the age of feminism, it is characteristic of this class that its most radical member, Dorothy Devine, borrowed her politics from her boyfriend, like a letter sweater or a fraternity pin. It is characteristic of the times that her rebellion was taken seriously only when it impinged on sex, marriage, and home. There would be many deep estrangements between the women of ’69 and their mostly Republican moms and dads. Nearly all would erupt over domestic concerns. At their root was a fundamental question: What is a woman’s essential nature, her proper place and role?

In the late forties, when the women of Wellesley ’69 were born, the answer to that question was being radically re-formed. In the two decades after the war, sex roles temporarily loosened by the first wave of feminism, the Depression, and the demands of the war economy were circumscribed again within bounds as narrow as any in the century. Freud’s Victorian conceit—that anatomy is destiny—recovered, in the fifties, its status as Truth. At the same time, Freud’s descendants in the social sciences ruled femininity a fragile possession. True womanhood—fecund, nurturing, compliant—did not exist simply by virtue of being female: It required protection and cultivating and could easily be jeopardized by excess independence or a too-willful mind. Masculinity, too, could be readily deformed, if Father was a Milquetoast and Mother too strong; man’s God-given superior strength existed only by the grace of female weakness.

If, as the experts attested, passivity and domesticity were fundamental to female identity, then education—the right to which the first-wave feminists had fought their earliest battles—could only be damaging. The women who entered Wellesley in 1965 were America’s best little girls: 90 percent had been their high school newspaper editor, student body president, or valedictorian. Yet in the odd moment they inhabited, the pursuit of higher education for a woman could itself be regarded defiant. In a short story entitled “Revelation,” published in 1965, Flannery O’Connor captured how grotesque a studious girl then seemed to much of the world. In the waiting room of a doctor’s office, a fat, ugly girl “blue with acne” wearing Girl Scout shoes and heavy socks “scowls into a book called Human Development … annoyed that anyone should speak while she tried to read.” The girl smirks and glares with dislike, “her eyes fixed like two drills” on the country wives who surround her, making a loud ugly noise through her teeth. “Mary Grace goes to Wellesley,” her ladylike mother apologizes to the increasingly discomfited women around them. “Just reads all the time, a real bookworm.… I think it’s too much. I think she ought to get out and have fun.”

When Kathy Smith, ’69, of Wilmington, Delaware, came home from high school with a perfect report card, as she never failed to do, she knew she would have to face her mother’s fury. “Mom thought I should be like my sister, who was a majorette and not much of a student and wildly popular and married her high school sweetheart. All the women in her bridge club ever wanted to know was, Doesn’t Kathy have a boyfriend yet? I was supposed to look attractive to men at all times, but my mother always told me that I was not attractive, that I was a failure on that score, and it was a matter of great concern. When I applied to Wellesley, she told me that I didn’t belong with those kinds of people, that I’d get my head filled with fancy ideas and come back thinking I was better than the rest of the family. She was very clear: My job was to find a husband, and a smart girl would scare boys off.”

In her concern that education would jeopardize her daughter’s future, Mrs. Smith echoed the most estimable psychologists and doctors of the day. A passionate intelligence, the experts advised, was distinctly unfeminine; if encouraged, it would certainly condemn a girl to a life “unsexed.” Redbook and Ladies’ Home Journal were full of cautionary parables about the too-clever young lady who loses her young man to a helpless, charmingly addle-brained creature in need of his protection. Even if she avoided the tragedy of spinsterhood, the educated woman would become “masculinized,” in the words of a standard 1950s text, with “enormously dangerous consequences to the home, the children dependent on it and to the ability of the woman, as well as her husband, to obtain sexual gratification.” Brain was an epithet, applied to a girl: Hillary Rodham’s high school newspaper predicted she would become a nun, called Sister Frigidaire.

Spinsterhood and frigidity were not the only lurking dangers. The near-certain consequence of education was dissatisfaction for a girl with her place—ordained by God and science—as mother and wife. Medical experts cautioned against thwarting what a group of male doctors told Life magazine was a healthy woman’s “primitive biological urge toward reproduction, homemaking and nurturing. She deeply wants to be able to submit to her husband.” In 1960, The New York Times scolded the presidents of women’s colleges who “maintain, in the face of complaints, that sixteen years of academic training is realistic preparation for wifehood and motherhood.… The road from Freud to Frigidaire, from Sophocles to Spock, has turned out to be a bumpy one.” Like those who argued against educating the Negro lest it confuse him as to his proper place—fomenting restlessness and menacing the social order—the critics of women’s education couched their warnings in benevolent terms. “To urge upon her a profession in the man’s world can adversely affect a girl,” wrote a Yale psychologist, advising against the admission of women to the college. “She wants to be free of guilt and conflict about being a fulfilled woman.” A Harvard psychiatrist, also opposed to coeducation, saw social dangers: “Only when women enter upon motherhood with a sense of fulfillment shall we attain the goal of a good life and a secure world.” Still others warned against wasting resources: The education that girls would not use as housewives was urgently needed by boys to do the work of the atomic age. In 1971, Radcliffe president Matina Horner described the consequence of this relentless message: A “double bind” entraps a bright young woman, she wrote. “If she fails, she is not living up to her own standard; if she succeeds, she is not living up to societal expectations about the female role.”

Concerned for their survival, some women’s colleges attempted to appease the experts and allay parental fears, instituting curricula in family life and urging girls into home economics degrees. By the time Friedan published The Feminine Mystique, Mills College had adopted a slogan: “We are not educating women to be scholars, but to be wives and mothers.” Rather than promote such masculine and “vastly overrated” qualities as creativity and individualism, the college’s president promised, Mills would nurture the feminine talent for “relationship.”

In the midst of this debate, Wellesley was singled out for praise among the Seven Sisters for managing not to disturb the serenity of the young women in its charge. Wellesley girls, said Princeton’s 1965 guide to coeds, remain “strikingly traditional.” The class of ’69 looked like a group of “nice young future den mothers” to a Harvard critic’s eyes. While the rest of the campus world was going “madly mod,” the Boston Globe reported, “Les Wellesley Femmes go blithely on with the basics.” They are not given “to the long hair, bulging book bags and breathless brilliance found at Radcliffe … or the compulsive egalitarianism of Barnard students,” Time magazine wrote of Hillary’s entering class, adding what, at a time when “adjustment” to one’s given life role was counted the highest form of mental health, could only be read as glowing praise. “Their distinguishing characteristic is that they don’t stand out. They are simply wholesome creatures, unencumbered by the world’s woes, who make normal, well-adjusted housewives.”

Wellesley had in fact taken pains to be certain that Hillary and her classmates would grow up to be normal housewives, preserving traditions long jettisoned elsewhere. Like their mothers and grandmothers, the women of ’69 would be “finished” as ladies. Among their required courses were figure training (instruction in how to stay shapely and pert) and fundamentals of movement, which included learning how to get out of the backseat of a car while wearing high heels. Wednesday afternoons, they practiced the proper pouring of tea. A good portion of the campus guidebook was devoted to appropriate attire: Suits were ideal for dates; “one cocktail dress is usually all you’ll need until Christmas.” Skirts were mandatory at dinner—“a good incentive to neaten up and make the table more attractive.” For after-dinner demitasse and trips into town, the girls were to add white gloves to the ensemble. Their girlish purity was often on display as they paraded in green beanies, sang hymns on the chapel steps, or donned the gossamer white gowns of “tree maidens” to form a W, sing the alma mater, and skip and dance across Severance Green. A helpful “Wellesley lexicon” focused on what its author assumed was the girls’ principal preoccupation: “A ‘caller’ is an eligible male at the Bell Desk. A ‘visitor’ is a father-image caller or a lady. ‘Harvard’ is not strictly part of Wellesley. We share it with the ’Cliffies. The pavilions around Waban Lake are ‘spoonholders,’ because they hold spooners. ‘Gracious living’ is what we all aspire to.”

Girls of good breeding, many of them descended from several generations of Wellesley women, were being cultivated to marry and rear the men who would run America. That they were in fact being groomed for breeding was not always subtly expressed. When Rusty Steele’s mom graduated from Wellesley in 1943, she and her classmates had been told: “You are the cream of the crop. If we want to improve the species, it is your job to go out and reproduce.” By the time Rusty was a freshman in 1965, that message had been muted, but it had hardly disappeared. The annual “marriage lecture”—which offered guidance on such matters as how to converse with your husband’s boss and how long to let the baby cry—was still mandatory. The psychology department offered a curriculum heavy on abnormal child psychology and its roots in maternal failure. Seniors still rolled giant hoops down a hill on May Day in a race to see who would be the first to marry. And, in a strange exercise with links to the eugenics movement, the girls were required to have a posture picture taken soon after they entered school. Wearing only her underwear, with reflective stickers marking her spine, each freshman was put in a small pitch-black closet and told to stand very still. When the doors flew open, a flash of light captured on film her shivering form, then the doors slammed abruptly shut—presumably to protect her from prying eyes. The pictures were then scrutinized to see how well each young lady’s figure and posture conformed to the ideal, which, according to guidelines put out by the college’s department of hygiene, was characterized by “the buttocks being neither unduly prominent nor having that ‘about to be spanked’ look.” Like similar pictures taken at elite colleges around the country, the pictures were later sought by a man of questionable science intent on determining what physiognomy signified the superior genetic material possessed by these girls. Wellesley, to its credit, was one of the few colleges that refused his request.

Few of the young ladies protested Wellesley’s efforts to polish them into choice mothers and wives. Accustomed to doing what they were told, reared on Cinderella, Marjorie Morningstar, and Donna Reed, most of them dutifully embraced as their primary purpose at Wellesley the pursuit of a “ring by spring.” Eldie Acheson, ’69, granddaughter of Truman’s secretary of state Dean Acheson, recalls “a big social premium on getting the right guy. When Kate Pillsbury [of the Doughboy fortune], who lived in a suite full of seniors as rich and socially prominent as she, got engaged to Godfrey Wood, all the talk on campus was about her ring, which was the size of a pool ball. He’d frozen it in ice and dropped it in her drink.” In several of the yearbook pictures, diamonds grace folded hands. Most girls, says Kris Olson, “expected to marry and raise families and use their educations to be serious adjuncts to their husbands’ careers.”

In their first weeks as freshmen, those keen to be quickly settled in a suburban split-level, a bridge foursome, a car pool, and Junior League pored over the Wellesley College newspaper’s guide to the nearby “shrines of masculine learning.” Boston College was to be avoided; those boys “were not going to take you home to meet their mom, would never marry a Methodist or Episcopalian and only want one thing.” Not all MIT men had stooped shoulders, slide rules, and pocket protectors, but Princeton boys, in their Weejuns and tweed, “would worry all evening that you look better than they do.” Girls headed to isolated Dartmouth “should expect to be greeted with open arms, and take a hat pin.” Without question, the best spot for seeking a mate was a Harvard mixer, the News advised. Harvard felt the same way about Wellesley: At elite clubs like the Porcellian, the young men scanned Wellesley’s freshman face book as if looking over a paddock full of thoroughbred fillies. The Harvard Crimson offered a more acidic tribute: It dubbed Wellesley “a school for tunicata—small fish who spend the first part of their lives frantically swimming around the ocean floor exploring their environment, and the second part of their lives just lying there breeding.”

To Wellesley to Wed

As she packed her daughter, Nancy, off to Wellesley, Marge Wanderer, a round woman with pink cheeks and hair silvered like frosting, quietly nursed her fears as to the future of her beautiful, ebullient girl. “What we hoped we would get from Wellesley is that we thought it would develop her into a fine wife and a wonderful mother,” she told Frontline in the documentary that aired in 1994. But Marge also worried that Nancy wouldn’t make the extra effort necessary at a women’s college to meet eligible men. In high school, she’d had to press her daughter to put on a bit of makeup and go out on dates. Even after Nancy began dating a man I’ll call Thomas in the spring of freshman year, Marge worried that she would “send him to the shower before he had a chance to pitch a full inning.”

For all her mother’s worries, Nancy’s storybook wedding at the end of junior year seemed, to her classmates, inevitable. Button-nosed, with her mother’s bright blue eyes and a gap-toothed, sunshine smile, Nancy was her schoolmates’ vision of the all-American girl. They elected her class president freshman year, and chose her over Hillary Rodham for junior representative to the National Student Association (this just shortly after Ramparts magazine disclosed that the NSA had received $3 million from the CIA, a fact that apparently dampened neither girl’s enthusiasm for the post). She planned to run against Hillary senior year for student government president, and believes she might have won. Though it is the rare class member who does not remember being courted by Hillary—invited to join her at a Young Republicans mixer at Harvard Law School or asked to dine in her dorm—“she was somewhat intimidating,” says Nancy. “I think people were more comfortable with me.”

It was Thomas’s unpretentious ways that captured Nancy’s heart. “He seemed more mature than the others. He was handsome and ambitious, taller and maybe smarter than me—all those things a man was supposed to be. He had this unfashionable haircut, a kind of buzz cut, and a frayed collar. He talked about things besides how many beers he could drink, and invited me up to Bowdoin—not to party, but to show me the Maine coast, where he worked on fishing boats in the summer.

“Thomas picked the timing—for our engagement and wedding and then for our baby. It was a beautiful wedding, just the way my mother wanted it. We had five hundred people in the Wellesley chapel, four hundred of them Wellesley friends.”

Nancy had just one moment’s doubt about her choice to take refuge in marriage. “When I began to get politically aware at Wellesley, Thomas belittled me. I went to hear McGeorge Bundy debate the Vietnam War with [Eugene McCarthy speechwriter] Richard Goodwin and was so excited I immediately called Thomas. He was completely patronizing, ‘Oh, Dick Goodwin,’ he said. ‘I knew about him years ago.’ He thought he knew it all. Maybe he did, but I wanted to know it, too. It dawned on me that he intended to do the thinking for both of us.” Gnawed by foreboding, she finally shrugged off her doubts and at age twenty became a bride. “When I told Jan Krigbaum I was getting married, she said, ‘Why are you doing this? You haven’t done anything in your life.’ I said, ‘Oh no, I really love him. I want to iron his shirts.’ I had heard Betty Friedan speak freshman year, and thought, This has nothing to do with me. I just didn’t get that being married so young would limit me. I wanted to be in the Junior Show; it would have been great fun to collaborate with those women, but Thomas didn’t want me to be in it. He said it would distract from the announcement of our engagement. I dropped out of choir to spend my weekends at Bowdoin, then got engaged and dropped out of the race for student government president. But I really didn’t know myself. Marriage provided an answer. I escaped into it with a great sense of relief.”

Gazing upon her daughter’s seven bridesmaids in their pale blue dresses and the promising young groom, Marge Wanderer knew her every wish had come true. “What she came home with was beyond a mother’s wildest dreams. And I just thought, Wow. Whatever it cost us, it was well worth it, because look what she found at Wellesley. She was a traditional bride, with veil and train, and her mother was pleased as punch because here was the end of a dream. This young lady dressed in white was my daughter, and she was beautiful.”

In 1968, however, no Cinderella story could be so simple, even at Wellesley. The fantasies about marriage offered in literature and movies and music were growing ever less sentimental and more parodic or dark—in the poetry of Anne Sexton and the erotic diaries of Anaïs Nin (both cult figures to 1960s college girls), in the bad-girl songs of the Ronettes and Martha Reeves. The skeptical female voice then emergent in rock ’n’ roll is catalogued in Susan Douglas’s Where the Girls Are: Lesley Gore’s warning to a boyfriend that “You Don’t Own Me”; the satire of suburban small-mindedness in “Harper Valley PTA”; a preference for bad boys over husband material in “Leader of the Pack”; the flaunting of female sexual appetite in “I’m Ready” and “Heat Wave.” In film, the pathetic spinster—bun-headed and frigid—metamorphosed in 1961 into the beautiful, winningly nonconformist, and nonvirginal Holly Go-lightly, smoking and drinking all night and vowing not “to let anyone put me in a cage.” Helen Gurley Brown took up the cause a year later with Sex and the Single Girl, and then the “Cosmo girl”—spinning glamorous fantasies of the liberated bachelorette, with her own studio apartment and edible panties. Even Barbie, introduced in 1958 when most ’69ers were ten, eschewed marriage and motherhood for an independent life. In 1963, six years ahead of Hillary, Barbie became a college grad, with a cap and gown. By 1969, she had a job, black girlfriends, velvet bell-bottoms, and long, straight hippie hair. Throughout, Ken remained a mere accessory. The doll’s cruel measurements aside, M. G. Lord, in her biography of the world’s most successful toy, makes a persuasive case for Barbie as a “decidedly subversive heroine.”

Though their mothers’ generation found a sense of common cause in the best-selling Feminine Mystique, and though most of the class of ’69 would eventually read it, no book spoke more directly to these young college girls facing compulsory suburban happiness than Sylvia Plath’s The Bell Jar. Heroine Esther Greenwood, a gifted student at a northeastern women’s college, imagines marriage to be a dreary affair “for a girl with fifteen years of straight A’s … dawdling in curlers, washing the dirty plates while her husband went off for a lively, fascinating day.” Devoting herself to “baby after fat puling baby” seems an equally bleak prospect: Drained of her desire to write poems, she would become “numb as a slave in some private, totalitarian state.” As for suburban life, Plath drew on her hometown of Wellesley to describe a journey in her mother’s Chevrolet: “… white, shining, identical clapboard houses with the interstices of well-groomed green proceeded past, one bar after another in a large but escape-proof cage.”

The Wellesley girls voiced their own resistance to their compulsory marital aspirations with riffs on the college motto. Non Ministrare, Sed Ministrari—“Not to be ministered unto, but to minister to”—is an unquestionably admirable call to good works. But to women reared in the fifties, it also evoked the endless handmaidenry of the traditional home-maker’s life. “Not to be ministers but to be ministers’ wives” seemed to the ’69ers a more truthful rendering of their Latin credo. That skeptical view of their inevitable destiny was the inspiration for the showpiece of their college career, the Junior Show.

For director Chris Osborne, ’69, the show was her first chance to make use of a new, painfully won freedom. Raised in a “foul corner” of Rochester, New York—paved with strip malls and gas stations and shabby little tract houses—Chris had been rigidly disciplined and confined as a child. Though books were her first love, her father forbade her to read Alan Watts on Zen or J. D. Salinger’s Catcher in the Rye. His iron rule followed Chris to Wellesley, until Sophomore Father’s Day, when, to the girl’s great horror and shame, Mr. Osborne dropped dead of a heart attack on campus. A droll creature, Chris tells how her dad “quit in front of the whole class” as abruptly as Nabokov dispenses with Lolita’s father (“picnic; lightning”), though she adds almost in passing that every misery since has descended from her failure to face her pain then. Chris transmuted her grief to wildness—“If my father had been alive, I would never have smoked pot; I would have been certain he would catch me and punish me brutally”—and a detached, black wit that has remained with her ever since.

For the Junior Show, Chris and her classmates crafted a goofy account of a bunch of natives on an island as remote as Wellesley hoping to be discovered by Columbus so they can “sell their wares” with some “Madison Avenue Injun Guile.” After a brief show of independence, its two heroines arrive at their inevitable fate. Sizzynine, the tribal prophetess, runs off with an incongruously WASP ship astronomer: “No injun brave/could make me rave/It’s a man from a classier league that gets me.… No toothless chief compares with Leif/Blond, with no odor of horse/Really Norse/but of course I’d love him.” She joins the expedition, promising to contribute somehow: “I can cook up a storm.” Meanwhile Jade West, who had been the lone voice of caution—“They’ll either make slaves of us or commercialize us”—swoons for Captain Miguel d’Ivy Leagua, who makes her his bride. Inverting yet again the Wellesley motto, Columbus instructs Miguel he is “not to minister unto, but to be ministered to.”

A more flamboyant dissent against their suburban future erupted among the precocious feminists in the class. In December 1968, the Women’s International Terrorist Conspiracy from Hell (WITCH), including some “parolees from Wellesley,” infiltrated the Wellesley Alumnae Club luncheon and bridge party at Grace Episcopal Church in Brooklyn. WITCH founder Robin Morgan had led the Miss America Pageant protest earlier that year and, with her “coven,” had recently pronounced an incantation on Wall Street, erupting in a jubilant clamor when the stock market dropped five points. Now “disguised” in Villager dresses, the WITCH girls settled sweetly into their bridge foursomes with the Wellesley alumnae, then interrupted their own bidding with cries of “Oh my God, all those years pounding my brains out and here I am playing bridge!” They were there, they explained, “to contact Wellesley sisters, whose witch powers were eliminated when they were shackled in velvet chains and placed in protective compounds,” and, paraphrasing Thorstein Veblen’s theory of the leisure class, to protest “the phallic culture which imposes on women the empty life of a consumer class.” As they were ushered from the church garden by horrified alumnae, they chanted the latest television ad for diet Jell-O. “What’s the difference between a career girl and an old maid?… Nothing!”

The Politics of Manners

For girls raised to be ever well behaved and demure, to make such a scene was an insurrection akin to suffragists shingling their hair and baring their bloomers to the world. Flouting feminine behavior and fashion has, in fact, always been a rebellious woman’s first move. Long before they explicitly declared the personal to be political, feminists had recognized that the seemingly private and trivial matters of decorum and dress were in fact weighted with political meaning. Rules about what a lady wore or said or did served to define what a woman could be—capable only of mincing steps, for instance, or shameful in her sexuality and having to be covered or concealed.

The ’69ers’ fashion rebellion began the first moment they were out of their mothers’ sight. Tossing away their Peter Pan collars and box-pleated skirts, emblems of girlish innocence, they tried on the androgyny and mobility offered by boys’ jeans, the unfettered sexuality of miniskirts, or such antifashion statements as Hillary’s Coke-bottle glasses and unkempt hair. Nancy Gist recalls her classmates Eldie Acheson, who spent winters at her grandfather’s retreat in Antigua and summers sailing and playing tennis with the Kennedys on Cape Cod, and Nancy Rowe, daughter of a prominent midwestern steel family, “rebelling against where they came from” by a willful dishevelment. At the wedding of Huali Chai, ’69, to a young Mormon graduate of the Harvard Business School, says Nancy, the roommates all “wore skirts halfway up our asses,” and Kris Olson, now U.S. attorney in Oregon, “had her hair piled up on her head like a streetwalker.” The whole picture proved too much for the groom’s mother, who wept for three days.

Several of their battles with Wellesley authorities centered on fashion. In 1968, the girls won permission to wear slacks to cafeteria meals, as long as they were wool, and overturned the requirement that long hair be wound in a bun for graduation. An official history of the college written that year recognized a genuine protest. “A generation brought up by TV … became distrustful of words and images. Students appeared in the dean’s office with bare feet, cutoff jeans and an old shirt tied around the midriff.… This seeming lack of respect was in reality an inchoate attempt to express the very sincere belief that appearance did not matter and that what was important was the inner man.”

For the five black women in the class, hair was loaded with yet another layer of political meaning. Fran Rusan and Nancy Gist both adopted Afros. “A lot of black women decided there was no longer a need to have the long, flowing locks that were the cultural ideal until 1968,” says Nancy. “I had a long flip, but I cut my hair and stopped straightening it. Only, I forgot to tell my mother. When I got home to Chicago for the summer, she almost died. I had not been at all politicized when I left for school, at sixteen. My parents had bought me a first-class airplane ticket. They were so proud I was going off to Wellesley. It seemed to validate all their expectations of my success, so it mortified them to see me return with a headful of kinky Angela Davis hair. Symbolically, my mother was losing control of me. She is fair-skinned and has pretty straight hair. The whole straightening biz was to suggest that I’d inherited that. I said, ‘Ma, I got kinky hair and I like it.’ I understood that I could put aside all that was involved in the pretense of straight hair, that I could reject that other standard. But even twenty-six years later, when I told my mother that [Attorney General] Janet Reno had asked to meet with me [regarding a job as director of the Bureau of Justice Assistance, for which Nancy was later confirmed], the first thing she said is, ‘I hope you’ll do something nice with your hair.’ ”

Men, of course, also rebelled in the sixties against what Eldridge Cleaver called “their old crew-cut elders who don’t dig their caveman mops.” If in the fifties hair had to stay in its place, in the sixties its uncut unruliness would symbolize freedom. But for women such a rebellion was both more precedented and more charged: A woman’s appearance has always been her most vital currency in the world and fraught with social meaning.

Women’s rebellions against the constraints of fashion are also more likely to boomerang and do them harm. To invest questions of manners and dress with too much attention, even rebellious attention, can drain a woman’s energy and keep her trapped in self-consciousness; in Simone de Beauvoir’s words, such a preoccupation “rivets her to the ground and to herself.” It is the danger ever present in a politics focused too concertedly on the personal—of self-trivialization, the neglect of larger questions, the squandering of whole books on whether lipstick is feminist.

A preoccupation with fashion also makes women easy targets for mockery, providing more evidence, as historian Anne Hollander has written, of a “distinctively female superficiality and moral weakness.” The 1963 New York Review of Books parody of The Group made just that point: “squinty, pink-cheeked Maisie,” having just been deflowered on a tacky flowered couch (“Mother would have minded the couch somehow more than the event”), puts on her “Lord and Taylor bias-cut cocktail dress (all the rage this year, just as Hitler was threatening to reoccupy the Rhineland) and slips out.”

Whatever social rebellion women might have thought they were engaged in, politics would wind up a mere footnote to fashion, attention to their clothes and looks eclipsing all else. Coverage of the early women’s movement inevitably lingered over Gloria Steinem’s “long blond-streaked hair falling just so above each breast” or wrote off Kate Millett as an ugly woman who hated men because they never asked her out. “Poor Betty,” The New York Times Magazine said of Friedan in 1970. She would “happily have traded 30 points on the IQ scale for a modicum of good looks.”

The Wellesley rebels fared little better. In a Boston Herald story on a rally led by Hillary Rodham protesting course distribution requirements, the reporter linked female disobedience with that other great threat to the American way, ignoring the substance of their complaint and noting only that “they looked like the Bolshevik women’s auxiliary, in their fur caps and high boots, conspiring.” When the young women joined a national student hunger strike in 1967 to protest the war in Vietnam, young men calling themselves “frequenters of the campus” wrote a letter to the college newspaper lauding their initiative. “We like you nubile; we like you fresh. A bit of fasting tones the flesh.”

“Protest boxy suits,” urged ads in the Wellesley News for Nehru jackets and paper dresses adorned with peace signs, appropriating the groovy new language of dissent in a tactic that would soon be standard on Madison Avenue. “Protest big ugly shoes!”

In 1968, the Wellesley News vented the students’ frustration at such frivolous treatment, lambasting The New York Times for its regular items on the “clinging Ivy” League, which perpetuated “the revoltingly cute and socially serene image society editors have long assigned to us, all blondes and bustlines, dates and debs.”

These women were, in fact, behind the times. The fight for “student power” had begun much earlier on most campuses, inspired by the 1963 Free Speech Movement at Berkeley; while many of their peers had moved on to planting bombs and barricading buildings, Hillary and her classmates were requesting, nicely, that the college eliminate parietals. The young ladies overturned a rule restricting male guests in dorms to Sunday afternoons only, with the door kept open, as well as an 11 P.M. curfew, a prohibition against cars, and an official admonition to married seniors not to reveal to the younger students any “secrets of married life.”

Again, such victories were easily mocked. In March 1968, four Princeton boys wrote the Wellesley News regarding the “recent history of growing student disobedience and immorality at Wellesley as evidenced by radical changes in parietals and dress … oh Wellesley, no longer may America look upon you as an impregnable bastion against drugs, booze, atheism, crime in the streets and pinko Communist libs. Go, we say, abolish your Bible requirements, lock yourselves in your bedrooms with strangers, dress like slovenly hoodlums instead of young ladies of breeding. We will never suffer our daughters to enter your sin-filled portals.”

Easy targets though they were, the battles fought by the class of ’69 were perhaps not so trivial: The demand for cars on campus seems somewhat less so when one considers how many of these girls’ mothers were literally imprisoned in their suburban homes each day when their husbands took the family’s only car to work, and how enamored the culture then was of the freedom promised by the open road—and the backseat. Nor was it frivolous for these women to seek the same personal freedoms that had always been allowed college men: Even in the 1990s, campus rules serve symbolically for the fundamental question of whether a woman can take responsibility for herself, alone with a man, without a chaperone. “We were determined to be treated not as girls but as adults,” says Nancy Gist. The radical freedom for which they ultimately fought was to control their own sexual behavior at a time of immense upheaval in social mores.

Good Girls and Bad

As with marriage, the messages about sex were, in those years, profoundly mixed. These women had grown up well aware that an American tragedy awaited the girl who went all the way. Women who had sex before marriage, like Dorothy Devine, were damaged, used up, even criminally delinquent. “There were good girls and bad girls, and bad girls did things good girls wouldn’t,” Ann Sherwood Sentilles, ’69, recalls. “You didn’t smoke or drink or go beyond petting. My father, who was a surgeon in Geneva, Ohio, would come home every so often and say, ‘Another one of your friends is in trouble. I don’t want to be embarrassed by that. Don’t do anything that would bring shame on the family.’ We all knew what happened if you got pregnant. You were disappeared—sent away to a home for wayward girls to have the baby under cover of night and give it up for adoption. That sort of thing didn’t happen to a Wellesley girl. We were good girls. That’s how we got there in the first place.”

And yet. Something changed between freshman year, when Ann Landsberg, ’69, was “shocked” to find birth control pills in a senior’s room, and junior year, when she lamented that she was one of the last virgins on campus. The senior yearbook, designed by Alison “Snowy” Campbell, ’69, flaunted the girls’ new sexually knowing ways. Making a lewd pun on ’69 in what she looks back on as “the naughtiest thing I ever did in my life,” the angel-faced, willowy girl with soft brown eyes and white-blond hair put an acid-pink and green Mae West—in the psychedelic Art Nouveau style common to rock posters—right side up on the front cover, upside down on the back. (One of the many cheers for this class includes the line: “upside down, right side up, one-nine-six-nine Wellesley,” though that was before oral-sex jokes became a source of public torment for Hillary.) A picture meant for the yearbook frontispiece was pulled at the last moment by the college administration: It featured the bare-assed figures of Snowy and Eldie and two other girls standing atop their dorm roof surveying the lush landscape. With a self-importance typical of their generation, they left the frontispiece blank but for a small, somber note about censorship by official powers. Yet for all their bravado, an innocence lingered at the marriage lecture in their senior year, which, against the wishes of the dean, addressed the subject of sex both inside and outside of marriage. The invited speaker, Carola Eisenberg of MIT’s department of psychiatry, advised the girls that “if intercourse does occur, it is usually at first disappointing, often horrifying.” The many young women in the audience who wanted to know what an orgasm was were chastised. “This is a medical question and will not be answered here. Go to the infirmary.”

Like everything else, the sexual revolution reached Wellesley on a kind of time delay; elsewhere it had been gaining momentum since the end of World War II. A culture in the thrall of Freud anointed sexual fulfillment the best yardstick for measuring psychic well-being. Talking about sex became an acceptable, even necessary, proof of modern thinking: The Kinsey studies, first published in 1948, became runaway bestsellers with their accounts (however reliable) of rampant sexual experimentation in mainstream America. In 1953, the year the new Playboy magazine offered advice to men on how to outsmart “Miss Gold Digger” and get sex without getting trapped, half of American women said they were having premarital sex; from 1940 to 1961, the number of illegitimate births to mothers under twenty-five increased by 300 percent. “It seems that all America is one big orgone box,” proclaimed a Time magazine cover story in January 1964, referring to the libido-enhancing machine conceived by Freud disciple Wilhelm Reich. “Day and night from screens and stages, advertising posters and newspaper pages it flashes larger-than-life-sized images of sex … with the message that sex will save you and libido make you free.” Everything from “incest to inversion” could be found in novels like Tropic of Cancer, Peyton Place, and Valley of the Dolls, complained Newsweek. In Hollywood, taboos were crumbling, which in 1967 the head of the film production code deemed “the most healthy thing.” Anaïs Nin offered her recipe for happiness: “Mix well the sperm of four men in one day.” Even the leader of the National Council of Churches joined in, urging couples to “conjure up various positions” for their mutual pleasure. And no longer was carnal knowledge the exclusive province of girls of the lower classes. A psychologist at Radcliffe estimated that in the fifteen years after 1950, the proportion of girls having intercourse in college had risen from 25 to 40 percent. Where a generation earlier college boys had of necessity strayed off campus, “today they’re looked down on if they can’t succeed with a coed.”

Though the sexual revolution is now remembered as a legacy of the sixties, it was not the younger generation that had launched this “orgy of open-mindedness,” in Time’s view, but their elders, “who embrace the Freudian belief that repression, not license, is the great evil … and Ernest Hemingway’s manifesto that ‘what is moral is what you feel good after, and what is immoral is what you feel bad after.’ ” Cynthia Gilbert, ’69, recalls an unsettling trip to the psychiatrist to deal with crippling bouts of depression during her sophomore year at Wellesley. “I’d just gotten engaged; our family had never been quite the Father Knows Best scenario, and I wanted the ‘real family’ that I hadn’t had. The psychiatrist felt my childhood had been totally repressed and that I should be sleeping with my fiancé. I told her that in my family you simply didn’t have sex, and she said, ‘Why not?’ I told her a story my mother had told me of going to a back alley with her best friends for an abortion in the thirties. She told me I could always go to Mexico if I had to. That psychiatrist’s ‘Why not?’ scenario turned my already upside-down world totally inside out. Maybe a more gradual change would have been more helpful. My father was authoritarian; when I took that psychiatrist’s advice and threw it all over, it was like adding fat to the fire.”

Even at home, youngsters were pushed toward adult behavior too soon, Time warned in that same 1964 story, “by ambitious mothers who want them to be popular; with padded brassieres for twelve-year-olds and pressure to go steady at an ever younger age.” Nancy Wanderer had balked in junior high at her mother’s insistence that she wear heels and a girdle and makeup; she fought in vain against her mother’s demand that she perm her hair. “She thought I should be more interested in dating, and though I didn’t want to date, I did want to please her. So in eighth grade I had a torrid romance with a guy at my brother’s school, who was three years older than me. He initiated me sexually, though I was so inexperienced, I didn’t even realize it. My mother had never told me what not to do.”

With her parents’ blessing, Nancy and her beau talked about marriage and opened a joint bank account, a serious form of playing house in a decade when one out of every two girls was a teenage bride. But the sex had unnerved Nancy. “I quickly wised up that getting pregnant at thirteen was not the way to a great life. I broke it off, and after that I stayed in control. I just wouldn’t have intercourse. At Wellesley I went out with this guy from MIT, a jazz pianist who was completely full of himself and was always telling me I should trade in my skirts and turtlenecks for something slinkier. Another guy, from Harvard, broke up with me ’cause I wouldn’t have sex with him, then called me later to boast that he was sleeping with a girl at a local trade school. I lost so much valuable time at Wellesley with all my involvement with men. On weekends, the men’s schools would send scouts to campus to pick up as many girls as they could fit in their cars to bring us to parties. It was like going for provisions. I was sick of all the smoothness, sick of the pressure not to be myself, worn-out by the struggle of: Will I have sex? Will I get birth control? I decided the important thing was to settle who would be the best husband. I wanted to get marriage over with, and put to rest all those questions about sex.”

Useful Women

If the culture of the late sixties sent these women contradictory messages about marriage and sex, their alternatives—for financial self-sufficiency, professional achievement, worldly adventure—were no clearer. Again, Wellesley offered muddled guidance. The only one of the Seven Sisters to have always had a woman president and a charter mandating female faculty, Wellesley offered in its deans and scholars the first model that many of these girls had encountered of women committed to an intellectual and public life. For all its lingering scent of a finishing school, the college maintained rigorous academic standards and afforded an opportunity for its students to exert leadership without competition from men. Wellesley also had a remarkable history of educating “useful” women. In 1892, the college had graduated twelve doctors and twenty missionaries; by the turn of the century, it was sending substantial numbers of women into social work. Many became heads of settlement houses and trade unions or suffragists. Carolyn Wilson, ’10, covered the First World War for the Chicago Tribune. Marguerite Stitt Church, ’14, went to Congress from Illinois. Madame Chiang Kai-shek, ’17, served as liaison between Nationalist China and the U.S.: In 1943, she went before Congress to plead for help in her nation’s war against Japan, and, ever the Wellesley girl, described the lawmakers as “clodhopping, boorish and uncivilized.” Patricia Lockridge Bull, ’37, landed with the marines at Iwo Jima and was the first woman correspondent to enter the Buchenwald concentration camp. Jocelyn Gill, ’38, was chief of in-flight science at NASA; Selma Gottlieb, ’41, designed helicopters. Madeleine Albright, ’59, would become U.S. ambassador to the United Nations and the first woman secretary of state. Cokie Roberts, ’64, and Diane Sawyer, ’67, would have spectacular journalistic careers. A 1962 survey of all alumnae found that more than four fifths had been employed, the vast majority in teaching. Though 62 percent had stopped work at marriage, 18 percent had worked for twenty years or more.

Still, “old maid” professors offered a warning as much as a model to the class of ’69. And in a cultural climate so inhospitable to the education of young women for anything but future domestic roles, Wellesley joined other women’s colleges in actively discouraging professional ambition in its charges. Though the deans consistently assured the girls that they were the cream of the cream, America’s smartest young ladies, in the marriage lecture during their freshman year, the dean of the college advocated that the girls pursue work only as volunteers, to avoid competition—professional or financial—between husband and wife. During a debate over going coed, the director of admissions, Miss Clough, defended their single-sex education on the grounds that it prepared them for a “post-college life in community affairs with mostly women.” An editorial in the college newspaper found “it probable that most Wellesley girls see professional careers, not marriage responsibilities, as the diversion” from their true and ultimate path in life. Jacqueline Kennedy was held out as the ideal: A “certifiable egghead,” multilingual, a painter and art lover, educated at Vassar and the Sorbonne, she had been above all else exquisitely gracious and ornamental at her husband’s side. “Those of us who graduated from Wellesley in the sixties weren’t ever meant to have futures … or opinions,” recalled writer and director Nora Ephron, ’62, “we were meant to marry them. If you wanted to be an architect, you married an architect.” Even the campus architecture underscored the message, as classics professor Mary Lefkowitz has noted. The Wellesley library doors are ornamented with two figures: Wisdom is a man; his female companion is Charity, comforting a child.

In the late sixties, the college newspaper was full of advertisements for engagement rings, padded bras, and pantie girdles, for a new computer dating service at MIT and Princeton tryouts for go-go girls for the Yale game. “Taking your M.R.S.?” asked a regular ad. “Do your cramming with Modern Bride.” Recruitment notices were limited to those for Katherine Gibbs secretarial school (“the best way to get started in any field”); Braniff flight hostesses (“wear world-famous Pucci fashions as you fly in the most fascinating career of women today. You must be under 27, single and weigh less than 135 pounds”); and the CIA.

Outside of Wellesley, there was little more encouragement. Nearly half the women in America were working in 1965, but three quarters of them held clerical, sales, or household jobs. A report that year by the President’s Commission on the Status of Women detailed widespread wage discrimination and a rapidly declining ratio of women in professional and executive jobs. Though in 1966 NOW condemned the custom that men carry the sole burden of supporting a family—“for a girl as for a boy, education can only be serious when there is an expectation that it will be used in society”—and launched lawsuits against employment discrimination, not until 1973 would the Supreme Court bar help-wanted ads listed by sex. In sum, the working world offered little but frustration to the college girl. As Radcliffe graduate Julie Hayden wrote in a 1965 Atlantic Monthly essay that was excerpted in the Wellesley News: “We wind up the Kafka readers in the typists’ pool, the seekers after truth making coffee.”

The “experts” were just as discouraging about work as they had been about education, diagnosing a woman with career aspirations as neurotic and unfeminine and a danger to society. The panel of male doctors gathered by Life magazine warned that “the disease of working women leads to children who become juvenile delinquents, atheists, Communists, and homosexuals. Daddy understands business. Mommy understands children.” Even anthropologist Margaret Mead, who inspired numerous feminists with her argument that “personality traits we call masculine or feminine are as lightly linked to gender as are the clothing, manners and form of headdress that a society at a given period assigns to either sex,” also argued that a girl’s flickering ambition toward “compensatory achievement” dies down with the certainty of maternity. “It is of doubtful value to enlist the gifts of women if bringing them into fields defined as male frightens the men, and unsexes the women.”

The popular culture offered few depictions of women at work, except for those unfortunates who had so far failed to snare a man. The secretary setting a trap for the promising young executive was a stock character of the time, in films like The Apartment and stories like John Cheever’s “The Five Forty-Eight.” The “organization bimbo,” Newsweek called her. “Miss B.A., who has failed to catch a husband, is in New York seeking men,” reported Look magazine in 1966. “She will be asked just one thing. ‘How’s your steno, dear?’ Nimble fingers are of more interest than her nimble mind.” Burdened with aspirations stirred up by college, she’ll likely find herself “beaten out for jobs by docile high school grads, who win secretarial desks because college women grow restless too soon.” The lucky ones will “end up typing letters, watering the boss’s rubber plant and earning $65 a week.” But never mind, the editors consoled, defying the conventional wisdom that a girl educated herself out of the marriage market. “The college girl holds one advantage. While the Katie Gibbs grad lands the higher pay, it’s the B.A. who succeeds with the college man.”

Even women who had committed to serious work voiced ambivalence at the price. In her essay “Silences,” published in Harper’s Magazine in 1965, Tillie Olsen demonstrated how nearly impossible it was for a woman to do creative work and also be a mother and wife: Jane Austen, George Eliot, Emily Dickinson, Eudora Welty, Virginia Woolf—all had remained childless throughout their lives. Sylvia Plath wrote of her fears that a woman dedicated to creative work would “sacrifice all claims to femininity and family.” Anaïs Nin worried that she would shrivel a man were she to “steal his thunder [and] outshine him.”

At home, for many of these women, the message was much the same. Mary Day Kent’s mother had dropped out of Wellesley at the end of her junior year, in 1945, to get married, and she made it clear to her daughter that the aim of college was not to prepare herself for work but “to be a more interesting person to meet a more interesting husband.” Marilyn Hagstrum’s mom urged her daughter to focus less on her grades and more on her bridge: She, too, was at Wellesley “to fit in socially, to meet somebody nice with good prospects and get married.”

The Wellesley girls took such admonitions to heart. The majority of seniors in the class of ’69, like most women in college that year, expected to work only until they married or had their first child. Few graduated with professional goals and plans. Most still believed it best for men to be breadwinners and women to be wives.

The Ruling Class

Inevitably entangled with the question of work were matters of money and social class, issues as complicated in the sixties as all the questions regarding women’s proper role. Only a fraction of this Wellesley class anticipated that they might actually need to make money: the quarter who were on financial aid knew that they would need to support themselves if they failed to marry well, and even a middle-class girl like Rhea Kemble, ’69, was advised by her father that since a woman who was smart might not be a social success, she should prepare herself at Wellesley for “self-supporting spinsterhood.”

For most, however, money had never been a concern in their lives. Though by the late sixties Wellesley had shed some of what Nora Ephron, ’62, called its “hangovers” from an earlier era, “when it was totally a school for the rich as opposed to now when it is only partially so,” of the 470 freshmen who entered the class of 1969, a fifth were legacies—daughters or granddaughters of alumnae, beneficiaries of the most enduring form of affirmative action in higher education—and 40 percent were from private schools. Most of those were eager to take their certain place as matrons of society, passed from rich daddy to rich husband.

But the late sixties were also a time of strong antimaterialist sentiments, with personal wealth viewed by many as politically suspect: Fortunes were too often made through exploitation, leftist critics argued, and were in any event obscene in a world where so many were poor. Many in the class would renounce their inherited or anticipated privilege and join in their peers’ denunciation of the hollow pursuit of the dollar. “Money was what the military-industrial complex was about,” recalls Susan Alexander, ’69. “We were interested in higher things.” For some, that repudiation would be temporary: Susan would become a Presbyterian minister in her twenties, and then, a decade later, a Wall Street trader. For others, their moral doubt about being members of the ruling class would have lifelong consequences.

Alison “Snowy” Campbell had grown up in Oyster Bay, Long Island, with Rockefellers and Bouviers, but had little desire to return there and would eventually turn her back on that world for good. “I had ideas besides marrying some promising trust lawyer and going to cocktail parties. That’s probably a stupidly egocentric thing to say. I just knew that I was definitely not attracted to people living off their ancestors’ earnings, playing golf, clipping their stock coupons, and drinking like fish.” Having gone to Wellesley against the wishes of her grandmother, who would have preferred to see her among the older, more traditional money at Vassar or Smith, Snowy was thrilled to find what seemed to her “a melting pot” after her years at the excruciatingly elite Miss Porter’s School: One of her Wellesley dormmates grew pot in their dorm; another married a black man and was disowned by her parents. An incandescently beautiful girl (classmate Catherine Shen remembers her as “a vision, a Caucasian vision”), with no trace of the brittle sophistication and hard sexiness that often hung about the boarding-school girls, Snowy was relieved to “quit the competition on looks and makeup and clothes.” After a brief romance with a Green Beret, she began spending her time with a band of hippie poets and computer pioneers at Wesleyan University in Connecticut, gingerly breaking propriety’s rules. “They were taking acid trips by the dozens. I experimented a little to be polite, but I was too sensitive. Drugs made me feel yucky. And though I was glad that ‘free love’ took the fallen-woman onus off a girl enjoying her body, I was uncomfortable that my boyfriend wanted to have an open relationship. I was loyal and old-fashioned and monogamous. He was a poet, and kept trying to persuade me that I was hung up. He would say I was laying my trips on him.”

Less timid was Lorna Rinear, ’69, who, a decade after the publication of Lady Chatterley’s Lover, chose the surest means to escape the constraints of her class. Raised by a nurse and nanny on Manhattan’s exclusive Sutton Place, dressed at her mother’s insistence like a doll with long, golden Shirley Temple ringlets, Lorna was forbidden in high school to venture into the streets except with the family chauffeur, who took her each morning to the Spence School. “While my brother had complete freedom, I made exactly one decision in my life—and that was whether I was going to have braces. My parents knew where I was every minute of the day. It was a typical WASP family. No one talked about anything: I didn’t know that my mother was my father’s fourth wife until I got involved in genealogy at Wellesley and discovered half-sisters I’d never known existed. And no one ever touched. When my mother died years later, my uncle gave me a tap on the shoulder to express his sympathy.”

Though a few of her Spence classmates had working moms—modeling tycoon Eileen Ford, actress Kitty Hart—Lorna could not imagine a life “except the kind my mother had, supported by an incredibly rich man. Though it always struck me as bizarre that you would put that kind of money into private school for your daughter so she could be accomplished, but at nothing in particular. I was a reflection of them, part of the furniture. Here is my perfect house, my perfect wife, my perfect child.”

The surest escape for such a princess was into the rough arms of the wrong man. Most in the class fled from their safe, respectable destinies only in their fantasies—falling for Elvis or James Dean, dangerous boys from the wrong side of the tracks. Lorna arrived at Wellesley, “and the second I was sprung, I went wild. I hitchhiked to Rolling Stones and James Brown concerts. And I discovered that the sexual revolution was just my cup of tea. There were many overnights not recorded by Mrs. Jones of Cazenove Hall. I was into roulette, making up for my previous seventeen years of abstinence.”

After so sheltered an upbringing, however, Lorna was poorly equipped to handle such freedom. “I was not very wise about people, and about men in particular. Going to girls’ schools my whole life had left me somewhat naive. I ended up getting pregnant sophomore year. He was twenty-seven, in the middle of a divorce, and broke—his wife had split with their kid and all the furniture. He was at Wellesley working as the stableman.”

Six years before Roe v. Wade, Massachusetts state laws on sexual behavior, birth control, and abortion were the most conservative in the nation. An unmarried woman could not spend the night in a man’s room “even if he was her uncle.” Though the pill had come on the market in 1960 and 6 million American women were by then using it, the pope’s encyclical Humanae Vitae in 1968 explicitly prohibited the use of contraceptives. In predominantly Catholic Massachusetts, contraceptives could be distributed only by physicians and only to married women; anyone prescribing birth control to an unmarried woman under twenty-one could be prosecuted for contributing to the delinquency of a minor. Abortion, except to save the life of a woman, was a felony punishable by life imprisonment. Even a doctor who gave a gynecological exam to a girl under eighteen could be prosecuted for statutory rape. So while pamphlets circulated on campus quoting Masters and Johnson on “the myth of the vaginal orgasm” and urging coeds to learn to masturbate, others warned girls not to try to abort themselves by inserting objects in the vagina, falling down stairs, swallowing quinine or lead, or douching with gasoline, vinegar, potassium permanganate, or kerosene.

Still, a third of the women in the class have had abortions, many of them before Roe v. Wade. They would pass secret knowledge from dorm to dorm, of gas stations in New Jersey where five hundred dollars—cash—would buy them an operation. In a motel room. Without anesthesia.

A girl from Sutton Place had better alternatives. “I felt trapped and not strong enough to make any decision on my own, so I told my parents. They wanted to know who it was. I lied.” Lorna’s father made all the arrangements. “In New York, if you’re rich, you can find people. My father was a very pragmatic man. He also had his own checkered sexual history, though I didn’t know that at the time. Being of the generation where they never admitted mistakes, my parents didn’t say, ‘We know how it can be.’ They did what they had to do to spare themselves embarrassment, then punished me with their scorn. Looking back, I’m struck by the incredible hypocrisy of their disdain.”

At spring break, Lorna’s father took her to Puerto Rico. They drove to a small pink adobe building, where she was led upstairs to a spare, clean room. “I didn’t see anyone else; we were all kept separate and concealed. A male doctor and two nurses put me on a table and, with a shot, induced labor. I was awake for hours through incredibly painful contractions. I remember throwing up from the pain. Afterwards, I didn’t think about it much. I couldn’t afford to. It was just something that had to be done. All my parents said to me was, ‘We were going to send you to Europe for graduation. Too bad we spent that money on your abortion.’ ”

Lorna didn’t tell anyone at Wellesley where she’d been or what she’d done. And though she continued to visit Neil at the stables, she wouldn’t have sex with him again. The next January, however, she succumbed. Four weeks later, when she went to get birth control pills, she learned she was pregnant. “This time I didn’t tell my parents, not till it was too late, in June. I did call somebody in a Boston back alley, but it sounded so iffy and weird that I chickened out.

“I began to think I should just have the baby. This was spring of my junior year, but I had no goals and couldn’t imagine what my degree would do for me. I’d wanted to be a vet, but then decided that was out of reach after a discouraging conversation with the dean. My father would say every summer, ‘Why don’t you take typing so you can always be a secretary?’ I didn’t want to be a secretary, or a teacher. Both seemed like being a wife and mother, with none of the perks. I was undirected. Neil wanted to marry me. I thought it’d be neat to have a baby. I had no other plans.”

Jamey was born September 20 of what would have been Lorna’s senior year. “I don’t know why my parents didn’t say, ‘You will finish college.’ I needed less than a year.” Instead, Lorna dropped out of school and got married. She wore a white and yellow dress she’d bought at Filene’s Basement and carried yellow roses. About ten people from the Wellesley stables came; they chipped in to buy her an A-line wool coat as a wedding present. A forty-year-old nurse from the Wellesley infirmary was her matron of honor. Jamey was with the baby-sitter, so they all went out to dinner afterwards.

“When Neil and I presented my parents with a fait accompli, they were horrified. My mom just told me not to come home, and hung up the phone.”

For a while the couple lived in upstate New York, where Lorna stayed home with Jamey. But after a falling-out between her husband and his genteel bosses, they had to move, as they would have to move many more times. They landed finally in Kentucky, where Lorna went to work at a racehorse farm, leaving Jamey with a girl who had no schooling beyond the fourth grade. Lorna worked mucking out stalls and taking care of mares and foals, earning ten dollars extra a week because she could read and write.

The Outsiders

If many of the rich girls found Wellesley unpleasantly familiar, those students who were not wealthy, Protestant, and white—or those with working moms or families that otherwise departed from the norm—often felt like utter misfits at the school. The cultivation of “traditional” feminine graces and aspirations, they discovered, was not the only way in which Wellesley worked to preserve the postwar social order; the college also persisted far longer than most in a 1950s conception of class, religion, and race.

For most of the poor girls, the years at Wellesley were an exercise in humiliation. The college had only recently discontinued the practice of having scholarship girls wait on their social betters. “In the first week of school, they gave us a trash can and red rain boots,” recalls Kathy Smith Ruckman, ’69, “a gesture of charity that I found insulting. And we were continually reminded that the administration looked on us as lower-class and thought we should be endlessly grateful for all they’d done.”

Nancy Young, ’69, the daughter of an auto mechanic from the shabbiest corner of Boston’s north shore, “really, really, hated” Wellesley. “There is almost no way to describe how bad it was for me. It was the worst four years of my life. I was unprepared for how isolated and inadequate I would feel. And angry. It’s all very well to bring in people like me and give us scholarships and say, Aren’t we doing wonderful things—but not if you don’t give us the tools to catch up. My classmates were refined and cosmopolitan; they’d been to Florence and had season tickets to the symphony. I’d never been anywhere in my life. I was just a local girl with none of the clothes and polish. My freshman roommate, who’d lived all over the world, was mortified to be rooming with the likes of me. She would constantly correct my pronunciation. I dumped her midyear, she was so scornful of me. But I couldn’t escape it. I remember a discussion with my best friend—who was all hung up on her coat of arms and her family’s descent from Charlemagne—and a bunch of other girls at dinner about whether you should ask your maid to wash out your underwear or was that too intimate and should you wash it yourself. I said, ‘Don’t you understand that there are people at this table who do not have personal maids?’ I thought there should have been understanding that for the great bulk of humanity this is not an issue. Wellesley was a bastion of privilege without people understanding that they were privileged, that there was another world out there. I felt immense anger at being thrust into their value system; I always felt I had to represent the oppressed classes.”

Nancy’s father had not wanted her to go to Wellesley. “It was my idea, and anything that was my idea he wanted to squelch just for the sake of it.” He had ignored her achievements in high school, paying attention just long enough to criticize her “unfeminine” aggressive style. When she won debate competitions and made valedictorian, he told her she was “mouthy.” Asked to contribute a paragraph to her college application, he wrote one sentence: “Nancy is impatient, impulsive, and inconsiderate.” “It stayed with me forever,” says Nancy, “that he would say such a damning thing.” At Sophomore Father’s Day, Nancy got a glimpse of the reasons for her father’s scorn. Mr. Young turned to Nancy and said, “You know, these [other] men all went to college.” It was clear, says Nancy, “that he was terribly embarrassed, mortified.” Still, when Nancy grew desperate to leave Wellesley, her father would not let her go. “He said, ‘I will never see you again. I will give you no support.’ He had no expectations of me, but wanted to make sure I would not be a financial burden. I think he thought that at Wellesley I had the best chance of marrying someone successful and being well fixed. He finally told me he’d give me a thousand dollars if I’d stay and finish senior year. I took the deal.”

Eager to get away from Wellesley, Nancy “split” from campus as often as she could. She began acting in Boston with professional theater groups, rehearsing every night—a kind of revenge on her father, who had hated his actress mother for her neglect of him and what he imagined to be her “promiscuity.” Nancy was also the first unmarried girl permitted to live off campus on her own, though she had to produce a psychiatrist’s report to win that freedom. “I wanted to be in the city, not in this stupid suburb with all these stiffs in the Villager look, these Johnny Appleseed prim, flowered blouses. Everywhere else everyone was getting groovy. At Wellesley, they were playing bridge all afternoon. Except for the fact that they had more money, these women were like my mother, without curiosity about the world. What am I saying? Hillary was in that class. But even then I thought she was way too mainstream, talking the language of the administration, co-opted, all about politics and visibility. I thought, Why are you talking to these people? We should do everyone a favor, burn this college down.

“I tried to find other women who I could be friends with, but the only thing I ever had in common with any of them was that we were on the fringes. I was a working-class Catholic; they were overweight or unattractive or Jewish. That set us outside the in crowd. The tone of my life was set by that time. I felt alienated, and that feeling has stayed with me ever since.”

As archaic on matters of religion as it was on class, in the late sixties Wellesley housed Jews in dorm rooms with Jews and Catholics with Catholics, offering the rationale that such an arrangement would make it easier for the girls to go together to synagogue or mass. In 1967, the Amherst Guide reported that Wellesley maintained a Jewish quota of 12 percent. Such a policy was by then sufficiently unacceptable that Hillary’s mentor, Professor Alan Schechter, was called upon to make a public denial. Yet the following year Wellesley was still struggling with its “Jewish problem.” Worried about persistent public perceptions that Wellesley was a “Jewish school,” chairman of the board John Quarles publicly affirmed that “Wellesley was founded for the glory of God and service of the Lord Jesus Christ” and that “with a view to maintaining the Christian purpose of this college … the faculty, administration and trustees should be predominantly Christian.” The statement outraged students and alumnae; under pressure from both, the college finally altered its stance. By Nancy Young’s senior year, Bible class was eliminated as a requirement. Religion professors no longer had to be Protestant. Quarles announced that a Catholic was joining the faculty, and promised to add a Hindu and a Jew.

The question of race proved less susceptible to appeasement. During the four years these women were at Wellesley, the civil rights movement radicalized: Roxbury erupted in riots, one of fifty-eight urban ghettos to do so: Eldridge Cleaver issued his violent manifesto Soul on Ice; assassins murdered Malcolm X and Martin Luther King, Jr. The fight on campus for racial equality served as the first political education for many of the women of Wellesley ’69, with the five black class members exerting an influence on their white classmates out of all proportion to their numbers. Though all of the black women came from middle-class families, their personal histories were otherwise different enough from the white students’ to have developed in them a much bolder female voice. All had educated, working mothers, reflecting the norm: Black women have been better educated than black men since the Civil War, and in 1965, 70 percent of black mothers of school-age children worked for wages. All were already initiated into political activism—and in alliance with, rather than in opposition to, their parents. And all had inherited a different historical legacy, one that included female heroes, from Sojourner Truth to Rosa Parks, but excluded women from the gilded cage. While white women’s ostensible fragility had been invoked to justify keeping them home, black women had been granted no such weakness. The consequence, novelist Toni Morrison has written, was that “aggression was not as new to black women as it was to white women. Black women seem able to combine the nest and the adventure. They are both safe harbor and ship.”

Though they would prove to be powerful leaders among their classmates, feminism was, for these women, secondary. “I identified much more as a black person than as a woman, and I didn’t get the double bind at all,” says Nancy Gist. “I thought of feminism as a white woman’s issue. I remember hearing Shirley Chisholm say she felt more discriminated against as a woman than as a black, and I thought, ‘What, is she crazy?’ In later years I came to think maybe she had a point.”

The fiercest voice in the class of ’69 was that of Francille Rusan, now director of the African-American Studies program at the University of Maryland. Though she came from an integrated school in Chicago, Fran was amazed at her Wellesley classmates’ crude naïveté. “People would say, ‘I know one black person,’ or, ‘Do you know my maid?’—the kinds of questions we couldn’t imagine they would say to other people.” Fran replied in the pages of Keynote, the college literary magazine, introducing to the campus the militant themes then sounding in the larger movement. “Today I’m not evil. Today I’m not dangerous. Usually I’m alienated by their simple ignorance and gross lack of everything else important except money. Pale fey mommas bore rather than threaten. WHERE is the fire of Columbus; of all those other great honkies who line the history books?… But today I will keep my heroes apart and my tastes distinctly watermelonsweetpotatoeseatchittlinsyesmam!”

With Nancy Gist and Karen Williamson, Fran led the protest on campus against grouping students in housing on the basis of religion and race. “I don’t think anything is strange at all,” Fran recalled for Frontline about meeting her roommate, Susan Liebowitz, freshman year. “And over the next few days as I’m meeting the other students I realize that all the other black students have black roommates, and when I talk to my own roommate, I discover that the college has called her and asked her if she would like to be part of an experiment. And I’m pretty upset, because they never called me and asked me if I would like to be a part of an experiment.” The girls founded a student organization, Ethos, to protest “the rooming of Jews with Jews, Negroes with Negroes, Chinese with Chinese.” Ethos complained to the National Scholarship Fund for Negroes that the college had offered the class of 1970 the chance to request a roommate with a “certain background” and “when no white student requested a Negro,” had put each black freshman in a single. The Fund responded with a letter advising Wellesley president Ruth Adams that other colleges, including Harvard and Dartmouth, had remedied their segregationist housing policies fifteen years earlier and that “Wellesley is as anachronistic as could be.”

In 1968, after the King assassination and the report of the Kerner Commission documenting the damaging persistence of white racism, Ethos threatened a hunger strike if Wellesley failed to join the new national movements toward affirmative action and multiculturalism. The college finally agreed to all of the group’s demands: It increased its recruitment of black students and staff, allocated funds for black speakers, created an Afro-American Studies department, and desegregated its dorms. With the girls’ assistance in recruitment, Wellesley admitted fifty-seven black women into the class of ’73.

In the course of the debate, however, a remark by a faculty member sparked the most intense protest of all their four years. Echoing the public debate over whether racism or degenerate values best explained the failure of some blacks to succeed (a debate rekindled in 1965 by Daniel Patrick Moynihan’s doleful assessment of the deteriorating black family), a Wellesley professor complained that it was difficult to recruit “colored” students when so many came from homes “where the only literature was comic books.” Attempting to calm the resulting furor, the dean of students, who called herself Mrs. Harold Melvin, instead compounded the insult, asking: “What will happen to students from a community not on the cultural level with other Wellesley students?” and promising to bring students with “deficient backgrounds” up to Wellesley standards.

Ethos responded with a scorching letter denouncing “an atmosphere of bigotry and ignorance, an effort to destroy our pride and unity. We are deeply insulted by the deans classing us a lower race. We will not accept the idea that the existence of two different cultures calls for the superiority and more Wellesley-like qualities of the lighter one.… We realize the majority of the faculty and students has associated itself with African-Americans in a master/servant relationship, and may find it difficult to adjust to more equitable arrangements, but we insist on being called blacks or Afro-Americans, never colored girls, which alludes to latter day Prissies.… Wellesley is an institution whose function is to perpetuate the nature of white society under the guise of higher education.… This cheaply disguised bigotry is indicative of the morally bankrupt nature of this college.… We are tired of having our culture described as ‘comic book reading.’ Must the administration be changed or is there a good honkie in the house?”

Over time, Fran Rusan’s message grew increasingly separatist, focused more on the need for public solidarity among blacks than on private strivings. In the aftermath of the Detroit riots, she explained Black Power to the Wellesley News: “Hitherto worried about meshing carefully in the establishment, the African-American is now concerned with preserving his negroness, his fraternal ties to the ghetto. The college-educated negro has an obligation to go back to the ghetto, not to a white environment. We have a foot in the door, and are the only ones who can push it open to other black people. We want to start black theaters, read black poets, teach American history that includes the history of the negro.” Her voice then grew less ladylike and more hostile to her liberal Wellesley classmates. “When slaves were freed we were promised 40 acres and a mule. That’s all we want, with interest. Violence is one means to what we want. We don’t like to use it, but we are not afraid to. It’s important to remember that the American tradition is a violent one and not see black nationalist activity as deviant from the norm. The objective is not to ease racial tension. The time when whites could play a significant role in negro affairs has passed. We don’t want white support anymore.”

Nancy Gist, also from the urban North, shared Fran’s misgivings at slipping too thoroughly into the world of the white ruling class. Nancy’s father was a Housing and Urban Development administrator, and in high school she’d gone to the University of Chicago’s prestigious Lab School, becoming adept at crossing back and forth across the divide between her white schoolmates and her black after-school friends. But by the time she reached Wellesley, such assimilation was suspect. “With the Black Power movement came a premium on being more ‘street,’ being from the proletariat,” she said. “Those of us who didn’t come from that background had to feel—and sometimes be—apologetic. At the same time, of course, we were expected to pay for everything.”

As the one black class member from the segregated South, Janet McDonald, then a somewhat awkward parochial school graduate from New Orleans, brought a substantially different perspective, one still rooted in the integrationist, pacific, aspirational vision of Martin Luther King, Jr. “My mother decided I’d go to Wellesley after she read of it in Time magazine. She wanted me to understand things like fine art and medieval history, wanted me to be forced to integrate and others to be given the opportunity to learn something other than their narrow understanding of black people.” Having never before known a white person who wasn’t also a nun, Janet found Wellesley utterly intimidating. “I’d never been in the North except to visit relatives in Harlem. The girls made fun of me when I’d ask for the bread and ‘buttah.’ ” Within days of arriving on campus, she called home, hoping her father would answer the phone. “I was going to say, ‘Daddy, I hate it here. Everyone’s white.’ And he would say, ‘Yes, baby, hang on. I’ll come and get you and bring you home.’ But my mother answered instead. She said, ‘You can do it, and you are going to stay.’ I didn’t crumble again.” By senior year, Janet was chief justice of the college court. “Wellesley taught me that all white people were not like those I’d encountered in Louisiana. But I was also not as upset as the other black women that we were all roomed together. It didn’t bother me, because I’d come from an all-black environment. They all came from integrated schools, and were more militant and radical. They felt we needed to demonstrate and signify that we were black. I knew I was black. And I didn’t think an Afro or a dashiki was going to look good on me. It wasn’t that I was so anxious to assimilate. I had been perfectly happy being all black, and now that I’d had a glimpse of the other side, I wasn’t intrigued. But when we helped recruit the class of ’73, I opposed creating a relative standard for blacks. I think Wellesley made a mistake that way.”

Perhaps because the struggle for equality felt familiar—as Nancy Scheibner, ’69, would write in an editorial in the Wellesley News, “Wellesley was founded to serve an underprivileged population—women”—even for many of the white students, racial injustice became the defining issue of their college years. Fran Rusan’s polemic aside, “the black women could have separated out, but instead they remained good friends with us,” recalls Eldie Acheson. “Fran and I were in Roxbury together when King was killed. She drove me out to safety, then went back in. A lot of us would never have encountered anything outside of our suburban, white, intensely private experience if we hadn’t been there in our long Bermuda shorts and shell sweaters watching Fran take on the admissions office, battling for inclusiveness, questioning authority.” The white students’ allegiance to their black classmates did not always sit well at home. After Hillary Rodham took Karen Williamson with her to church, she called her parents, who listened to Hillary’s excited account with chilly disapproval. “I was so disappointed in their reaction,” she wrote to her hometown minister, Don Jones, who in 1962 had taken Hillary to hear King preach in Chicago. “My attitudes toward so many things have changed in just three weeks, and I think I expected Park Ridge to have undergone a similar metamorphosis.”

“All of us talked about the difficulties of going back home again,” recalls Kris Olson. “We were asking ourselves, How can we be the children of these parents?” In high school, Kris had been the sole girl in her affluent New York suburban community to opt out of the home economics club and join the boys’ service group working in Harlem settlement houses. At Wellesley she organized a political theory group to read Thoreau on civil disobedience, and wrote her thesis on John Rawls’s theories of compensatory social justice. A co-founder of Wellesley Against Racism (WAR), she organized students to tutor and baby-sit in Roxbury, worked for the black candidate running against segregationist Louise Hicks, and helped organize a boycott against Kodak to force the company to hire and train black workers. At an Ethos rally, she picked up a megaphone to condemn Wellesley’s “tokenism and gradualism” and the college’s expectation that the black students would simply “be patient and grateful for all we’ve done in the past.”

As she became more of an activist, Kris learned a lesson that she and many of her classmates would later apply in larger political and professional arenas: that the feminine demeanor which trapped them could also serve as protective coloration, and even be turned to their own ends. Kris gathered some like-minded classmates to pay calls on Boston-area corporate executives. “We’d go in our little Villager dresses and heels, meet sweetly with the board of trustees, and then confront them on institutional racism.” Pounding their little white-gloved fists on the table, these budding radicals camouflaged as ladies would demand of the stunned corporate leaders that they divest.

Vietnam

If the young women of Wellesley were stirred by the era’s first great defining issue—equality—the second registered more faintly on campus. Lonny Laszlo Higgins’s husband, David, who graduated with Al Gore from Harvard in 1969, believes the greatest difference of mind between his classmates and his wife’s is that for the men, vulnerable to the draft, the war in Vietnam eclipsed all else. Only a few Wellesley girls marched for peace, riding in buses from Harvard to the Pentagon. Chris Osborne, who had switched to the religion department the day after her father’s death to pursue her previously forbidden interest in Zen Buddhism and wrote her thesis on Yale’s pacifist chaplain William Sloan Coffin, helped support the “sanctuary” movement at Harvard, bringing meals and blankets to draft resisters and AWOL servicemen taking refuge in churches. Nancy Gist got calls from home about neighborhood boys who had died in the war. Blacks accounted for a quarter of all casualties in Vietnam. “So many boys I knew were coming back in boxes. I was overwhelmed and confused.”

For Nancy Wanderer, the war came intimately home. In the summer of ’68, just months after her big wedding in the Wellesley chapel, the graduate school deferment was eliminated, and a year later her husband, Thomas, was drafted. She and Thomas were opposed to the war—“We felt like you were going for no reason and would come back dead”—but going to Canada seemed out of the question; Nancy was too close to her family to bear leaving them. “For me it was so complex. It involved my relationship with my family, and also Thomas’s dream of running for office. He was afraid that if he dodged, it would come back to haunt him someday.” Thomas rejected the more drastic alternatives proposed by a friend, who had recently severed all the tendons in his hand. Drafted into the mortar division of the army infantry, he shipped out and Nancy returned to her parents’ home.

Thomas did stay out of combat, landing a spot as a clerk-typist in Bien-Hoa, processing arrivals and orders home. “I wrote to him every day, and he wrote to me, describing how he had to notify families when someone died. He couldn’t bear to tell people the truth if their kid had been blown up on the latrine or in a whorehouse, so he’d invent a gallant death. He’d torch these little paper planes they got from the Red Cross so he could describe what they looked like crashing in flames. He also wrote to me all the time about what he was going to buy. Vietnam was a shopper’s war, a war of great deals on cameras and stereos. When he wrote that he’d tried marijuana, I went into a tailspin. I was convinced beyond all persuading that he would come home addicted to heroin.”

Nancy’s first big fight with her parents was about the war. “All of their friends’ kids had managed to get out of serving. They were proud that their son-in-law had gone, and insisted he was there out of patriotism, fighting for his country. I was ashamed he was there, and felt like our friends scorned us for not standing on our principles, that we lacked the courage of our convictions.”

Nancy’s rift with her family was a common one in the class. Most of these girls had arrived at Wellesley in 1965 with conservative politics, a reflection of their overwhelmingly Republican elders. A survey that year found that the majority supported U.S. policy in Vietnam and, having grown up with civil defense drills and the McCarthy hearings on television, fervently believed that Communism had to be stopped. Only a quarter felt the war to be morally wrong, less than 10 percent thought a U.S. withdrawal feasible, and only 5 percent said they would go to jail in protest. Two years later, confirming many of their parents’ fears that their daughters would fall under the sway of “pinkos” in the radical Northeast, just 20 percent of the Wellesley juniors supported the Johnson administration and feared Communism. Half now called the war morally wrong, and 22 percent said they would go to jail in protest. By 1968, with 538,000 American troops in Vietnam and 30,000 Americans dead, a majority of the class were “clean for Gene” (McCarthy) and 91 percent favored immediate and unconditional withdrawal from Vietnam.

Flower Children

Counterculture would, nonetheless, be too strong a word to describe life at Wellesley in the late sixties. The girls did try to get hip in the Wellesley newspaper: The Beatles movie Help! was reviewed as “crispy fab.” And in an interview with Country Joe McDonald, Chris Franz, ’69, reported that the guitarist “felt hassled by the commercial music circuit” and sought “inner happiness joined to self-actualized living in a Maharishi cum Maslow ideal.” In April 1966, Hillary Rodham wrote home to her minister, Don Jones, to say how exciting college was because it enabled her to try out different identities. In what she described as “an orgy of decadent indulgence—as decadent as any upright Methodist can become,” she had gone “hippie,” painting a flower on her arm.

The young ladies’ venture into recreational drugs was likewise tame, though how tame is somewhat hard to judge, since substance abuse—both their own and their parents’—is the subject about which these women are most circumspect. A junior-year poll found that 37 percent of the class had smoked pot and 58 percent would do so if given the opportunity. The Junior Show was full of knowing references to “grasses and acids and a whole pot of Ashbury juice” dispensed by Poppadoc (played by Fran Rusan), the tribal witch doctor. (At the 1995 White House reunion Hillary hosted for her classmates, all joined in on a reprise of one of the show’s numbers: “You’ll soon be communicating, commence hallucinating, on the grassroots level.”)

A certain avant-garde academic credibility had recently been bestowed on drugs by the LSD experiments of Harvard’s Timothy Leary and Richard Alpert (later Baba Ram Dass), both of whom regularly spoke on Boston-area campuses, and by Aldous Huxley and R. D. Laing, whose books many of the Wellesley women read. Conventional normalcy, Laing argued, was “the condition of being asleep”; chemicals could “break the ego,” opening it to the transcendental that sometimes breaks through in psychosis. The idea that a deeper truth might be found in drugs or madness was popularized in such best-sellers as the highly romantic account of schizophrenia I Never Promised You a Rose Garden (1964) and Carlos Castaneda’s accounts of his trips on hallucinogenic mushrooms with the visionary Indian Don Juan.

One Wellesley student did a hundred acid trips for a course in Christian Ethics, and said she saw God. Another, now a health professional in the Bible Belt, remembers swallowing whole bottles of Robitussin DM, a cough medicine, to achieve “a zombielike state.” She went to Woodstock the summer after graduation but remembers little beyond dropping cellophane acid and learning to meditate with hippies from a commune in the Carolinas called the Farm. Acid was a revelation for the art history major: “In the fifties, what you were supposed to feel and say was so stilted. What you became aware of on acid is that 80 percent of communication is nonverbal. I would get intense creative urges. LSD lifted my inhibitions and liberated a whole new style.” At the same time, she believes that smoking lots of pot helped defeat her aspirations to get a medical degree. “I thought that to be a doctor would be class collaborationist. And I was afraid. I think drugs had something to do with that. Drugs tend to magnify whatever feelings you have. If you don’t know if you can get into med school and no one’s encouraging you and it’s all scary, marijuana magnifies your fear.”

For some students, their classmates’ rebellious adventures were tedious or grating. Charlynn Maniatis, who describes herself as a Goldwater girl to this day, “lived in my own little hermit world. We were the nerds. We knew Vietnam was going on, but we were more concerned with, What do we do tonight? I never even went into Boston for the first year. It was just like being at home, the same four walls; I’d come home and do my homework, eat dinner, and go to bed. I was afraid to go to mixers, and I certainly wasn’t interested in the wider world. I was living in a dreamworld, with four or five other dreamers, at the Wellesley of the proper gloves and hats and teas. Civil rights and feminism were beyond our horizon.” Virginia Blankenhorn found her classmates’ orthodoxy oppressive. “Wellesley was a place for me to study Renaissance music, Chaucer, medieval history. I loved it. Hillary Rodham and I might have been on different planets. I didn’t have time for politics, and I loathed the political correctness of some of my classmates, the rigidity of thought and language that went into some of their positions. I recall being castigated by one classmate, who insisted that music was simply not a ‘relevant’ thing to be doing.” Kathy Smith was embarrassed to announce her engagement senior year to medical student Roger Ruckman, a serious young man from a wealthy Delaware family, and still more reluctant to admit to her classmates that motherhood was her dream. “By the end of Wellesley I felt burned-out and was looking for comfort, the comfort of having a baby. But feminism devalued anything related to caring for children.”

More often, however, the women of ’69 found Wellesley insufferably tame, their classmates too much the good girls, patronizing or timid in their commitments to social change. Senior year, the class published a twenty-page critique of the college. “Our good students are well-disciplined automatons who play by the rules,” wrote Marilyn Hagstrum. “The good deedism of the motto is condescending and inadequate,” added Jan Krigbaum. Students wrote to the newspaper with scorn for “housewives putting in time, superficial and risk averse” or suffering from a “rich girl complex, at this prissy finishing school.… To assuage the guilt there are threats of hunger strikes. Is Wellesley an intellectual community or an extension of Junior League?” When a student strike to protest the war in April 1968 was only feebly honored, Hillary Rodham lamented the “large gray mass” of the uninvolved. To Professor Marshall Goldman’s belittling suggestion that the girls make a real sacrifice and give up a weekend mixer instead, she responded: “I’ll give up my date Saturday night, Mr. Goldman, but I don’t think that’s the point. Why do these attitudes have to be limited to two days?” In fact, many of her classmates lay at Hillary Rodham’s feet credit, or perhaps blame, for the genteel nature of their protests. Typical was her response as college government president to California governor Ronald Reagan’s March 1969 demand for a federal investigation of student protesters and order for the arrest of nearly two hundred San Francisco State demonstrators. Hillary stayed up all night to talk students out of staging a protest “that would embarrass our college.” She would “co-opt the real protest,” in one classmate’s words, “by creating an academic one.”

Returning from her tenth reunion in 1972, Nora Ephron wrote a derisive account in Esquire of her alma mater. What Wellesley wants for its graduates, Ephron wrote, is “for us to avoid the extremes, to be instead that thing in the middle: an example to the community, a Samaritan.… How marvelous it would have been to go to a women’s college that encouraged impoliteness, rewarded aggression, encouraged argument. Women by the time they are eighteen are so … tyrannized out of behaving in all the wonderful outspoken ways unfortunately characterized as masculine.… A college must do remediation, force young women to define themselves before they abdicate the task and become defined by their husbands.… We all tend toward tiny little rebellions, harmless nips at the system. We will never make any real trouble. Wellesley helped see to that.”

In “Silences,” Tillie Olsen had lamented the near impossibility for a woman, trained always to please, to believe in the right to speak her mind or the importance of what she might have to say. Mary Day Kent recalls a lecture attended by five hundred Wellesley women and five male guests: Three of the visiting men asked questions; not one of the young women said a word.

Hillary Rodham Versus the Washington Establishment

For girls so deeply ingrained with the feminine habits of silence and docility, the audacity of Hillary Rodham’s speech on graduation day was unimaginably liberating.

Few anticipated her bold performance. Hillary had always been a great practitioner of procedures and rules, undaunted by long meetings and complex policy wrangling; she had won the admiration of faculty and administrators, even more than students, for her skills at conciliation, damping unruly passions by finding common ground among divided campus factions. But if Hillary had already proven her political skill, on that sunny spring afternoon she revealed a capacity more electrifying to the gathered young ladies. Massachusetts Republican senator Edward Brooke had spent his long-winded speech praising Richard Nixon and America’s “strength abroad,” and scolding the assembled girls for their generation’s resort to “coercive protest,” calling it a perversion of democratic privilege. It would be tragic, he said, if they adopted dissatisfaction as a way of life.

The gathered parents were still nodding their assent when Hillary Rodham, the first student speaker in the history of Wellesley graduation ceremonies, stepped to the podium. Enraged by Brooke’s speech, she set aside her prepared remarks and proceeded extemporaneously to upbraid the senator. Her 420 classmates, who had chosen Hillary to be class speaker, felt their pulses race and their parents turn to stone. “I find myself in a familiar position, that of reacting, something that our generation has been doing for quite a while,” she began, her voice ringing. “For too long our leaders have used politics as the art of the possible. The challenge now is to practice politics as the art of making what appears to be impossible, possible.”

That she had plowed through her course reading lists was evident in the echoes of Kierkegaard and Heidegger throughout her speech: In Kierkegaard’s warning that the “despair at not willing to be oneself” was the first form of “sickness unto death”; and in Heidegger’s description of the “inauthenticity” that comes from fleeing the terrifying necessity for self-creation by “allowing others to direct my life … when I surrender to ‘them,’ ” Hillary found her vocabulary and philosophy. “Our love for this place, Wellesley College, coupled with our freedom from the burden of an inauthentic reality allowed us to question basic assumptions,” she told a stunned crowd of two thousand, among them Nina Nitze’s father, Paul, and Eldie Acheson’s grandfather, Dean. “I would like to talk about reality sometime, authentic reality, inauthentic reality, and what we have to accept of what we see.… To be educated, the goal must be human liberation, enabling each of us to fulfill our capacity to create.… We’re searching for more immediate, ecstatic, and penetrating modes of living. So our questions about our institutions, our college, our churches, our government, continue. Every protest, every dissent, is unabashedly an attempt to forge an identity in this particular age.” She read a poem by her classmate Nancy Scheibner: “And the purpose of history is to provide a receptacle/For all those myths and oddments/Which oddly we have acquired/And from which we would become unburdened/To create a newer world/To transform the future into the present./We have no need of false revolutions/In a world where categories tend to tyrannize our minds/And hang our wills up on narrow pegs./It is well at every given moment to seek the limits in our lives./And once those limits are understood/To understand that limitations no longer exist./Earth could be fair. And you and I must be free.” She called on her fellow students to emulate the protesting French students whose slogans covered the walls of the Sorbonne. “Be realistic, they say. Demand the impossible. We will settle for nothing less.” And she acknowledged the generational breach opening up before her. “Yesterday I was talking to an older woman who said that she wouldn’t want to be me for anything in the world. She wouldn’t want to look ahead, because she’s afraid.”

When Hillary finished, her classmates rose to their feet and for seven minutes stood and cheered her defiant words. Or most did: Ann Sherwood sat still, “terrified that my father would be furious with me that one of my classmates had the temerity to rebut an adult, much less a U.S. senator.” Mary Day Kent also cast a cautious sidelong glance at her father, who had before that day never seen an Afro or a miniskirt, and was in shock well before Hillary opened her mouth. Charlynn Maniatis recalls her father whispering furiously, “What a disrespectful young lady,” and feeling the same way, “I was cringing.” “I would have liked to have stopped her,” Marge Wanderer told Frontline. “I’m sure her mother would have liked to have stopped her, but her class absolutely encouraged her.”

That a speech which was often incoherent and meandering could be so galvanizing and polarizing said much about the way these girls had been raised. “When we were growing up, it was unseemly to have confidence if you were a girl; it was considered insolence. I remember times I felt great about something I’d done, and my parents would cut me down,” Jan Dustman Mercer recalls. Hillary’s speech “was brash, it was brilliant, it was unplanned, and it was disrespectful to Senator Brooke. And I can remember squirming in my seat at the same time the inner me was saying, ‘All right!’ ”

That a young woman would contradict a man of authority was also, in 1969, front-page news. SENATOR BROOKE UPSTAGED AT WELLESLEY COMMENCEMENT read the Boston Globe the next day, adding that Dean Acheson was sufficiently impressed that he had sent Hillary a note requesting a copy of her speech, an excerpt of which was published in Life magazine. A handful of parents were equally cheered: Jesse Branson, whose daughter, Johanna, was Hillary’s roommate at Wellesley and an attendant at her wedding and remains one of her closest friends, “thought what Hillary was saying was great. I didn’t want to stop her; I was unhappy with Brooke myself. We were just startled that she had the courage.” Vern Branson remembers that Hugh Rodham—who had come alone to graduation in the family Cadillac while his wife, Dorothy, stayed home with Hillary’s brothers—was altogether unfazed, talking that evening with great enthusiasm about “blue onions,” his best-selling textile design.

“I will never forget it,” Marge Wanderer told Frontline, “because Nancy said to me at the end of graduation, ‘Take a good look at her. She will probably be the president of the United States someday.’ And that shook me up.… It kind of frightened me, the whole group frightened me, because this was the beginning of a whole new era, and these women were going to go out and take over the world. Not my daughter, because my daughter was very safely married. I thought she was going to be home sweeping the floor and taking care of the babies, so I wasn’t going to worry about her. But I worried about the other ones, because they were so sure, they were so sure of themselves, and that is something that Wellesley instills in these women. I just hope that they are all successful and happy. No, I’m going to restate that. I just hope that they’re happy.”

In the pursuit of happiness, few of these women would in fact ever reject so entirely Marge’s dreams; many more have swept floors and taken care of babies than have taken over the world. But from the vantage of a smart, ambitious girl in 1969, the fifties did not look anything like the wholesome paradise of 1990s political memory. To the degree these women allied themselves with their generation and against their parents, it was not out of a desire to destroy traditional American values but because those values seemed to them to have been betrayed—by “faceless bureaucrats” drained of a sense of personal responsibility for their political actions, by a suburban existence that the Christian Century described as a “handkerchief soaked in chloroform on the mind and spirit,” by a willful blindness to immense social injustices. “My country right or wrong” seemed less noble to most than what Senator Fulbright called “a higher form of patriotism,” the insistence that their country, and each one of them as a citizen, live up to its ideals. There was hubris in this generation, certainly, in the notion that they would utterly remake home and family and politics, that their morality was unlike the shabby stuff of most men and women. But there was no nihilism. “Men with dreams” had shaped their consciousness, Hillary said in her speech, “men in the space program, the civil rights movement, the Peace Corps.” Earlier that year, she had given her boyfriend, Jeff Shields, a copy of Thoreau’s Walden, one of the earliest American testaments to the idea that a person’s political integrity is measured by how he lives each day in his own home and by whether he dissents when his government fails to honor its stated principles. “There’s a strange conservative strain that goes through a lot of New Left collegiate protests that I find intriguing, because it harkens back to a lot of the old virtues,” Hillary said in her speech. “We feel that our prevailing acquisitive and competitive corporate life is not the way of life for us.” These women’s political convictions and personal aspirations began, before all else, in an immensely ambivalent rejection of their girlhood world.
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