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To Tess Minutaglio,  A STRONG AND LOVING SOUL






PREFACE

After examining thousands of personal documents she continuously donated to public archives in Texas—and after interviewing more than 100 of her relatives, close acquaintances, co-workers, and bosses—one thing was clear: Molly Ivins was many things. As her collaborator Lou Dubose once put it, she was trilingual. She spoke private-school French, erudite Smith College English, and ribald Texan. She was also, arguably, one of the best-known and most influential journalists in American history. Three of her books were national bestsellers, her columns appeared in over 300 newspapers, and she was pursued by the most powerful kingmakers and rainmakers—they wanted her to run for office, they wanted her to be on national TV, they wanted to know if she could help them win the presidency and if they could make a movie about her life.

Yet beyond her prolific work and the demands on her celebrity, there was something else. She was an extraordinarily fastidious self-chronicler. She stored everything, including items that people wished she had never saved. Copies of letters she had sent out to friends and family and colleagues. Reporters’ notebooks. White House invitations. Letters from statesmen, world leaders, senators. She kept her grade-school report cards, memos to and from her bosses, pay stubs, publishing contracts, postcards from France, Bolivia, and Mexico. She kept her itineraries and programs from Broadway shows. She kept phone logs, car bills, and grocery shopping lists. Medical records. Scribbled messages about her medications. Countless intimate letters from her mother, her domineering father, her  supportive brother and sister. Letters from lovers. If someone sent something to her and she deemed it important, she kept it.

And then, at the height of her career, she decided to begin giving it all to the Dolph Briscoe Center for American History at the University of Texas at Austin. A close friend of hers said that “she wanted all of this to be seen”—as a nod, her friend surmised, to transparency in the historical record, an open accounting. But as the friend went on to say, it was also her way of finally showing that in real life she was far more complex than the public persona familiar to millions of readers.

Among many of these readers she had achieved a one-name status (Molly!), a latter-day Mark Twain-meets-Will Rogers. She was the wise-cracking social commentator who gleefully teed up on anyone whose boot heels clicked across the marble floors in the House of Power. Her column and her books were always anchored by a photo of her wide-open, inviting face—and she always seemed on the verge of a booming laugh. She crisscrossed the country, drew huge crowds, made innumerable national TV appearances, and was given honorary degrees, and all the while, powerful Hollywood producers were trying to decide whether to create a television series based on her—or to go all the way and put her life on the big screen.

The many interviews with her closest friends and supporters pointed to a life that few of her many loyal readers were aware of. Entirely apart from her politics, she faced wicked physical and mental challenges for long stretches of her life—a life often characterized by breathtaking twists and turns and an aching poignancy. Through it all she maintained an almost compulsively generous touch. She had a difficult time saying no to people who came to her seeking something—her money, her time, her celebrity. She gave thousands of dollars to close friends and to people she barely knew. She gave plane tickets, frequent-flier miles, and hotel rooms. She made public appearances and spoke for free even when she was in danger of dying. When she found out that someone had been tossed out of work—or, in other cases, had lost their income and insurance when their husbands died—she figured out a way to put them on her payroll. When friends were sick, she would come to their house, make the bed, clean, and cook. When someone admired a book at her home, she pressed it into  that person’s hands. After dining at a really good restaurant in New Orleans, she paid the entire bill for the large gathering at her table. When acquaintances needed a place to crash in Paris, she made some calls and found them one. And when a reporter from Rolling Stone came to Austin to learn about, say, George W. Bush, she patiently walked him through things he would otherwise never have been able to comprehend. She had circles of friends, and then even more circles of friends, throughout all those moments when she faced death and a seemingly endless series of narrative rollercoaster rides. Her powerful New York friends. Her Washington insider friends. Her liberal Dallas friends. Her loyal Austin friends—of which there were many. Her West Coast friends. As her fame grew, and with it her outsized influence, she rarely turned any of them down if they needed a blurb for their book, a letter of recommendation, a glance at their new screenplay, a place for their children to spend a week with “Aunt Molly.” She bought books for the children and quizzed them on history and life. She seemed not to question the motivations of the people who wanted a piece of her time or needed something from her—she just gave it to them. She threw famous parties at her house in South Austin and it was an apt metaphor that the door was always open to any stranger who wandered in (as happened frequently). For years, her home phone number was listed in the public directory. There was the sense that she was almost always available—and frustration prospered among the many famous people who wondered why she was too busy to instantly return their calls. And why, when they called her, they got this message:

“You’ve reached Molly Ivins. I’m not able to come to the phone right now. You might try my office number, which is 445-7172, or my Ace Assistant Betsy Moon, who almost always knows where I am.”

As was also apparent from her friends, she had a gift for leaving people with the impression that she was letting them in on an intimacy, usually underscored with the impression that she was sharing a joke with you. At her private high school, the most refined one in Texas, her laughter would echo in the hallways. At Smith College, the door to her room would be open and you could hear her chuckling all the way down the hall. In Austin, at the madcap, smoky campouts with future governors and hippie musicians frolicking alongside a gin-clear river, her laughter would rise  from under the canopy of ancient live oak trees. In New York, at the somber New York Times, she smiled as she padded barefoot in the newsroom and talked about her front-page stories on Elvis or Son of Sam. She seemed perfectly willing to share a laugh with people whose politics were diametrically opposed to hers.

Her laughter was also there when she was dying and people traveled from around the world to be at her bedside. Maybe not as booming or as hearty as before, but it was there more often than not.
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This book is an attempt to outline Molly Ivins’s roots and show the path that led to her singular American presence. She was often the only woman in the room, in the middle of the action, going blow-for-blow with the Texas and Washington potentates. A careful decision was made not to stud this book with endless quotes from her work. (Her columns and articles are readily available in several collections.) The idea was to illustrate how her upbringing and background led to her being a public figure.

One of the authors worked for Molly Ivins for six years in the 1990s as a researcher, reporter, and all-around-aide (from placing calls to the White House to making the runs for cigarettes). The other author was mentioned in a column she wrote lauding his work on the subject of poverty in the Rio Grande Valley (he also attended the Columbia Graduate School of Journalism a decade after she had). In the spirit of a review by her excellent friend David Broder about a book one of us had written—an unauthorized biography of George W. Bush, wherein Broder said he could discern no evident bias—our method in this work was to rely on her own papers and the words of her friends.

Ivins was acutely aware, some of those friends said, that she had become a public figure. She did a stint on the highest rated TV show in America. Sit-com characters were based on her. And she was also aware that she was operating from a base, in Texas, where it was almost unheard of for women to succeed the way she did. She talked with Bill Clinton . . . and Hunter Thompson. She was revered by Willie Nelson, Paul Krugman, Ann Richards, Maya Angelou, Calvin Trillin, Dan Rather, and Garrison Keillor.  Love her or hate her (and there were thousands who hated her, including the people who sent her death threats), she was compared to Rogers, Twain, Ambrose Bierce, H. L. Mencken, Rabelais, Lenny Bruce, and even the prophet Jeremiah (all of them, of course, men).

Toward the end of her rollicking life, she kept pushing, maybe harder and harder, the longer she lingered with breast cancer—the seemingly endless years of mastectomies, failed breast reconstructions, chemotherapies, radiation sessions, the loss of her wild red mane. There was a blues lyric she liked, one that suggested how hard it was: “There’s so much shit in Texas, you’re bound to step in some.” Her many admirers knew she was working as a woman in a ballsy, unforgiving environment. It was lonely, even dangerous, for women who wanted to speak their minds—let alone wave a razor-edged middle finger at the powers-that-be. The kindest critics called her “a hairy-legged liberal.” The darker ones, those who ominously moved in the shadows, said she was better being a “dead cunt.” She laughed about it all, but she was always, always on her guard: One day she was in downtown Dallas and had just walked out of a dark, hole-in-the-wall bar. It was a place filled with grifters, one-legged rodeo cowboys, aged strippers caked with dollops of hopeful rouge, and booze-addled newspaper people who’d gathered to drink hard while trying to avoid walking into the stone pillars that held the place up. She had on a sparkling, tight dress and as she walked outside the bar, she felt an insistent hand on her ass. She turned, leaned back for leverage, formed a fist, and swung hard. Her hand thudded into the shocked face of the man she assumed had touched her. His teeth and blood sprayed on the streets of Dallas.

She increasingly applied that muscle to the things she believed in. She had embraced subjectivity very early in her journalism career. And as her influence grew, she was able to literally shift national policy—her phone rang and it was Clinton, or John McCain, or Tom Daschle, or Dan Rather, or some other media/political kingpin on the other end of the line. The pols would delay putting out bills and legislation until they knew exactly when she was going to write something. In terms of being the barometer for the outside-the-Beltway, populist, liberal, progressive constituency, then Ivins was the one. Her aides even quietly began referring to her millions  of readers as “Molly’s constituency.” Some of them secretly hoped she really would run for office.

At a banquet in New York, she was introduced by Maya Angelou. The poet had never met her. Ivins bounded on stage, walked up to Angelou, wrapped her in a bear hug, and then told the audience: “Maya Angelou and I are identical twins, we were separated at birth.” Angelou, like everyone else, laughed. It was outrageous. Angelou would say: “Whoever separated us at birth must know it didn’t work.”

When Ivins died, Angelou wrote a poem about her that read, in part:Up to the walls of Jericho  
She marched with a spear in her hand





[image: 003]

Research for this book extended into New York, Washington, D.C., Minnesota, California, Colorado, Florida. There was an exploration of Ivins’s time in France. Much of this work was filtered through continuous immersion in the often-unfathomable state where she was raised and continued to live. She left Texas at various times in her life, but it always went with her. And, arguably, it brought her back. She found Texas, especially Austin, to be the right place to endure the fame. One time, over some margaritas at a downtown Mexican restaurant in Austin, she said to one of the authors: “You have to roll with it.” She was talking about all the hype, the hustle, that she had experienced in the glare of the public spotlight.

After she died there were memorial services—large ones in Austin and in New York, and smaller homespun vigils and remembrances and gatherings around the nation. There were condolences from Clinton and Bush. It was an affirmation of her success and influence that, months after her death, people continued to wonder what she would say about various political events, and to discuss who would play her in the movie about her life.

In Austin there were signs that read “WWMS”—“What Would Molly Say?” Friends said she would have kept laughing. At her home, she had  used all of her fancy national journalism awards as trivets. One friend interviewed for this book said that “she was stronger than most people knew.”

Bill Minutaglio & W. Michael Smith Austin, August 2009






CHAPTER ONE

General Jim

Things haven’t changed all that much where George W. Bush comes from. Houston is a cruel and crazy town on a filthy river in East Texas with no zoning laws and a culture of sex, money and violence.

—HUNTER THOMPSON1

 

 

 

 

In late September of 1959, a twenty-one-year-old University of Southern California student—good-natured Dick Swanson—was commanded to a buffet table. Before him were hunks of raw, oil-soaked liver, each “about the size of a club sandwich.” It was close to midnight, the ritual candles were burning, and Swanson—Pledge Number Seven—was being told to swallow a greased plank of liver without chewing it. The dental-school freshman tried to ingest the squishy meat three times. He gagged, reached in his mouth to extract it, and tried again, again, again. On his last attempt, the blue-eyed boy from Hollywood began choking. He lurched forward, staggering, panic washing over him as he fought to catch a breath. He flailed toward a door as if desperately searching for something, and then thrashed hard to the ground. The fraternity brothers watched him collapse. Swanson  was already dead when he arrived, at 1:48 A.M., at Los Angeles Central Receiving Hospital.

James E. Ivins—destined to become president of one of the most powerful oil-and-gas companies in the world—took note of the spreading news about Swanson’s death. He decided to write a letter. He wanted, needed, to write a letter to Time in the fall of 1959. Someone reading the magazine’s piece about the boy’s death at the USC chapter might not understand the full story.

Ivins had three children of his own, including a daughter who was already planning for college. She was at St. John’s, the finest private school in Texas; among her classmates were the children of the most powerful barons of the international oil kingdom. She loved France, cats, gum, and apricots. Her family decided one day to call her “the mole in the hole”—because she was always up in her room over the garage, writing note after note, reading God knows what, staring at the sketches on her pad, worrying about her weight, wondering if the rains were ever going to blanket perpetually humid Houston.

Her father was The Worthy Grand Master of the 80,000-member Kappa Sigma fraternity. He had taken his children to the Grand Conclave in Denver. He composed his letter to Time: . . . [T]o condemn the fraternity system out of hand is to disregard the useful and objective functions it performs as an adjunct of higher education; nor is it fair to imply that what obviously was an act of hazing constitutes part of a formal initiation procedure.

JAMES E. IVINS,

Worthy Grand Master of the Kappa Sigma Fraternity, Houston2





As a child she often heard people referring to him as “The General” or “The Admiral.” One acquaintance said he was like Captain Ahab—resolute and disciplined to the point of obsession. He had suffered hearing loss during World War II, and family members and others sometimes began to feel obliged to bark out their questions and answers to him, an act that only reinforced their vision of Jim Ivins. Finally, he was tall, six-foot-six,  almost always in sinewy shape. When he walked into a room, solemn-faced and straining to listen, he filled the doorway with a coiled presence. The neighborhood children watched him guardedly; one remembered him as “ramrod straight. Piercing blue eyes. And a commanding voice . . . we always knew he was serious.”3

The family, with relatives in Indiana, Wisconsin, and Illinois, had “Scottish-Irish roots” (she would later say with a laugh that its background might explain her father’s stoic nature).4 Jim Ivins was precise, controlled, and he considered it good breeding to write all manner of letters to family members, colleagues, and friends. He was firm in his speaking manner, coolly polite to women he had just met. He enjoyed reading—especially stories about the sea. He perused the Houston Chronicle and The New Yorker.  His children watched as his hair faded to gray by the age of thirty and then to “snow-white,” even though “he always weighed exactly what he did when he was on the [rowing] crew at the University of Wisconsin.”5

His own father, who had worked on and off for the Miller Brewing Company in Wisconsin, had been erratic in his earning habits and family lore suggested that Jim Ivins was determined not to turn out that way. When his father was debilitated by a stroke late in life, the event registered deeply with the son. He wrote, in a never-published memoir, about his father’s death: “I always felt that life short-changed him.”6 From an early age, he gravitated toward solidity and predictability. His mother told family members that Jim Ivins had become “the man” of the household when he was just five years old.7
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Twelve pounds at birth, he was raised in the greater Chicago area in a less-than-prominent family and educated at Nicholas Senn High School in North Chicago. The classical inclinations of the school, which was founded in 1913 on former farmland, had a distinct influence on him. He developed a bent for Shakespeare. The other books he treasured—works by James Fenimore Cooper, Sir Walter Scott, Robert Louis Stevenson, Her-man Melville—were the ones he gave his children in the 1940s and 1950s. His daughter Mary, the second child of three, would remember that many  of the tomes he made available were defined by themes of chivalry, duty, devotion, and honor.8 On the other hand, she would say, “he was proud that he had gone to school with, as he said, micks, wops, kikes and blacks.”9

Jim Ivins was drawn to an idealized notion of another age, a time when ambiguity was discouraged, when self-discipline was valued above most things. His self-challenging regimen extended especially to the water. He rowed at the University of Wisconsin in the mid-1930s in a program influenced by coaches who had served at Yale and Harvard. His involvement with rowing, which would last a lifetime, into his eighties, ranged from coaching teenagers to slipping out on his own into a lake or river in his single shell. He had developed, as his daughter noted, the deep love of sailing that seems to possess some Midwesterners—and would spend decades of his life on a bay, the Great Lakes, a river, or an ocean, navigating for sailboat crews in trans-Atlantic races, serving on Coast Guard vessels, pleasure-sailing to the Bahamas—or just rowing, alone, for hour after hour.

He worked to put himself through college as a crew coach during the Great Depression. But his college funding was also aided by family members, including his uncle, the Right Reverend Benjamin Franklin Price Ivins, the seventh bishop to oversee the Episcopal Diocese in Milwaukee. The bishop, serving from 1933 to 1953, was among the most prominent members of the Ivins family: He attended Columbia University, was a “settlement worker” during the heyday of the Settlement House Movement’s attempts to address the problems of the disenfranchised, and served as an army chaplain in World War I. One newspaper account also mentions his work with the I.W.W.—presumably the Industrial Workers of the World: “During the war, he concentrated on organization work and was sent to the state of Washington to do special work among the I.W.W.”10 But if he had any acute links to I.W.W. leftist philosophies, he certainly didn’t transmit them to his nephew James, who would become a resolute capitalist deep in the heart of the most conservative corners of Texas.

For part of his time in Wisconsin, Jim Ivins lived for free in the basement of an Episcopal church. He attended law school at Wisconsin, continued his commitment to the Kappa Sigma fraternity, and saved $150 from his coaching duties to buy Slowpoke, the first of several sailboats he  would own in his lifetime. And as the United States was moving toward war, he married Margaret Robbie Milne, a vivacious woman from a well-to-do manufacturing family whose roots were in Canada but had settled in Chicago. The newlyweds moved to St. Louis, where he went to work as an investigating attorney for the relatively new Securities and Exchange Commission, created by President Roosevelt as part of his extended New Deal effort to corral the U.S. economy. Their first child, blond and blue-eyed Sara, was born in St. Louis.

As war escalated, he repeatedly lobbied to join the Coast Guard. He was finally assigned to the USS Gallup, an escort vessel scheduled to sail from San Diego for the Pacific theater on June 1, 1944. He moved his young family to California and in Monterey on August 30, 1944, Mary Tyler Ivins was born. He picked the name and when his wife complained that “Mary” was too common, he said, “Well, if it’s good enough for the mother of God, it’s good enough for my daughter.” The “Tyler” was added in honor of his stepmother. Relatives wondered if Mary would be tall, like her father. They wondered if she would be as extemporaneous—as unfiltered—as her mother.
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Margaret Robbie Milne’s father, a manufacturer from Canada, had “made and lost a couple of fortunes”11 through the first decades of the twentieth century. The family eventually settled in Illinois. Close to the time of the great stock market collapse of 1929, her Smith College-educated mother succumbed to the latest surge of flu epidemic. Margaret was sixteen. “I don’t think she ever recovered from that sense of abandonment. She tried to comfort her grieving father and to mother her two much-younger siblings, but it was too much for her.”12

Her father was wiped out by the Great Depression but then dutifully began reassembling his wealth. Margaret, with eyes set wide across a slightly long face, was enrolled in private schools. But the onus of being sixteen years old and a surrogate parent to her siblings apparently took its toll. A teacher at the exclusive all-girls Roycemore School in Evanston, Illinois, noticed her looking overworked and drowsy in class. Concerned  about her health, the teacher alerted her father at the family home on Orrington Avenue. Margaret, who credited the teacher with “[saving] my life,”13 left Roycemore in 1929. She moved to the prestigious Walnut Hill School in Natick, Massachusetts, and followed her late mother’s path to Smith, where she studied the classics, majored in psychology, and developed a lifelong affinity for theater. Her college career was interrupted in her junior year when her father’s business suffered yet again. Unable to pay for Smith, her father pulled her from school and sent her to live with cousins in Missoula, Montana. She told people she lived as “a broad in Montana” and joined a local branch of the Kappa Kappa Gamma sorority.14 She ultimately graduated from Smith in 1934, and her devotion to the school would last a lifetime. Being a Smith graduate defined her, and she would regularly attend class reunions and alumni excursions.

She was known to people as someone who laughed easily and who occasionally blurted out the seeming non sequitur, some unusual observation about another person or herself that was so unguarded as to be either refreshing or rude. Friends and family knew her to be a light-hearted, easy-to-tease soul—her daughter would later call her “ditzy”15—but there were moments when she lingered, with utmost seriousness and something approaching gravity, on her memories of Smith. It was as if there was something dormant in her, some spark still glowing from her Smith education that had never really ignited. As she approached her thirties, she found herself married to a young, exacting lawyer named James Ivins and with a growing family. Smith had become an idealized place that she hoped one of her daughters might attend. She was not a psychologist, didn’t have a paying job, and hardly had time to read. Her husband was constantly traveling, working late. But she liked to be in touch with Smith, to know the news about it, to occasionally remind people that she had gone there well before she had followed her husband around the country and up the corporate rungs.
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The USS Gallup performed antisubmarine patrols, escorted battleships, shelled Biak Island, provided cover for troop landings as part of the New  Guinea offensive, and flanked the task force that led to General Douglas MacArthur’s return to the Philippines. James Ivins, a gunnery officer at the time, developed close friendships with a small handful of his Coast Guard mates, and years later the common reference point was still their work firing on the beaches of New Guinea and sweeping the stormy channels during the massive Battle of Leyte Gulf, sometimes considered the largest naval battle not just of World War II but of any war. The Gallup arrived in San Francisco on Christmas Day in 1944 and then spent the next six months patrolling the North Pacific, off the Aleutians.

For years, Mary Ivins had thought her father spent the war years mundanely ferrying supplies and hadn’t been anywhere near serious combat. In time, she learned that his hearing loss was a result of his having stood next to the Gallup’s roaring guns for two days straight during the battle at Leyte Gulf. What she also learned much later, after taking possession of her father’s personal letters, was that her father was often single-minded about the task at hand—and about the way society, mankind, was ordered.

On March 23, 1945, he wrote in a letter home about his second child, Mary Tyler, or “Ty” as he sometimes liked to call her: “I’ll bet the kids are cute as bugs and run you nuts between the two of them. So Ty is starting to sit up, isn’t it rather early for that? I sort of forgot. I don’t know for sure when she was born. I know it was in late August, how about wising me up?”16

April 11: “I think Mary is going to be your favorite daughter.”17

April 13: “I think your new stationery is solid, but how about a picture of you lately? I think you have a complex about your looks. When you put your mind on it you are one hell of an attractive girl. No woman looks good unless she worked on it and you don’t work on it enough. I want you to be a stunner, babe, and you can be. . . . The Chinese woman of the upper classes, they say, has only one aim in life—to make herself attractive to her husband. Not a bad idea, hey?”18

April 22: “I think one more offspring, boy or girl, will about complete our family.”19

April 25: “The black gal to clean sounds like a fine deal if you can swing it. Bet you still wish we had Shanghaied Jessie when we departed St. Louis, she would probably be welding ships in Oakland for $60 per week by now  if we had. I’m rapidly losing what I once considered a broad tolerance on the race question. These damn niggers we have on here for steward’s mates—two of ’em anyway—are so uppity that I’m getting narrow-minded about the whole thing. I sincerely believe we’ve leaned over backward on this ship to avoid creating even an impression of prejudice to our colored brethren. It’s a fact you can’t tell them to do things the way you do the white boys—you have to be much more ‘tender’ to them. And do they appreciate it? Not one whit. They seize every opportunity they can to push themselves in further taking liberties and privileges. . . . They keep on repeating the same lazy slipshod errors so much so that we have corrected them repeatedly, and on top of it all, they are the most tarnation confounded, infernal shiftless lot I ever laid eyes on.”20

Later on, as his second child came to know him better, it was clear that his time at sea—his exposure to different circumstances and people—had shaped him in indelible ways. “My father always said of WWII: ‘To have a job worth doing, and to do it well, is the greatest satisfaction in life.’”21 She felt his experiences in WWII were the best times of his life. But, in the end, there was an overt trait of his that she linked to the war—and that came to terrify her:

“Perhaps it was connected to the deafness, but my father’s one great failing was his temper. The one emotion he was good at expressing was anger. He could erupt like Vesuvius. He never hit anyone in the family, but my God, he was terrifying.

“I believe that all the strength I have comes from learning how to stand up to him.”22
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After leaving the Coast Guard at the end of the war, he apparently flirted with the idea of following his father and working for the Miller Brewing Company—this time, running beer distributorships north of San Francisco. (Margaret, who had grown up in Chicago during Prohibition, thought that anyone who sold alcohol was a hoodlum.) But he decided to stay in the legal profession and the family moved briefly to the Chicago area.23 Through his Kappa Sigma connections, he met Gardiner Symonds,  a Harvard-educated Chicago native who was busy building what would become one of the most powerful multinational corporations in history. Symonds was going back and forth between Illinois and Texas, overseeing the Chicago Corporation’s oil interests along the Gulf Coast. The Chicago Corporation acquired the Tennessee Gas & Transmission Company in 1943, to help ship fuel across the country during WWII. After the war ended, the Chicago Corporation divested Tennessee Gas & Transmission Company and it became an independent firm, with Symonds as its president. Tenneco, as it was eventually called, grew into a multibillion-dollar behemoth, developing thousands of miles of pipeline spread like far-flung steel cobwebs under and above whole chunks of the United States. There were endless legal tangles over federal regulations, including government attempts to oversee how much fuel Tenneco was shipping, and Symonds needed someone trustworthy not only to unravel the knots but also to find the loopholes. Symonds was from the Chicago area, just like Jim Ivins. He was a Kappa Sigma stalwart, just like Jim. As he thought about ways to build Tenneco, to grow it on Wall Street and get the financing he needed to build and acquire more pipelines (and eventually to take over several iconic, independent Texas oil exploration companies), he wanted an attorney who knew his way around the possibly thorny Securities and Exchange Commission. James Ivins was a perfect fit. In 1949, the family was moving to Texas, where he would help run Tenneco’s billion-dollar empire.
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Postwar Houston was hurtling with a mad mix of wildcatters, foreign investors, racist police, the nouveau riche, big-time swindlers, and the on-the-ground representatives of powerful names in Washington and on Wall Street. The region around Houston was exploding with industrial development and commerce, some of it tied to the Marshall Plan to rehabilitate ravaged portions of Europe and keep them free of Soviet influence. A necromancer’s brew of chemicals was being created in the yawning refineries and factories branching out from Houston to the bleak Gulf of Mexico. There was often an acidy stench in the concrete-colored sky; some people laughed and called it “the stink of money.”24

Howard Hughes was slipping into small barbecue joints off Lockwood Drive after driving home mega-deals on Texas Avenue downtown. Humble Oil, later to be called Exxon, had moved into Houston and was growing into a mega-corporation. Jesse Jones, the former secretary of commerce and chairman of the Reconstruction Finance Corporation, had returned to Houston—where he owned almost 100 buildings, published the Houston Chronicle, and listened to a pissed-off Lyndon Johnson refer to him as “Jesus H. Jones.” The Bush family, which had dispatched George Herbert Walker Bush from the Northeast to Midland, Texas, was planning to move its Texas base of operations to Houston.

Glenn McCarthy, the man who inspired the character of Jett Rink in the novel and movie Giant, was also in Houston. McCarthy was a bourbon-swilling wildcatter humored by heaven’s thumbprint, someone who seemed able to spark oil gushers just by tapping his eel-skin boot heel on the ground. He had a dizzying string of discoveries in sometimes unlikely parts of Texas, considered himself as lucky as a four-leaf clover, and decided to spend $21 million to build the ostentatious Shamrock Hotel in the oil-and-gas capital of the United States. He ordered it painted in sixty-three hues of green and then spent more than $1 million on the opening bacchanalia on St. Patrick’s Day in 1949. The Shamrock had the world’s largest swimming pool, and McCarthy imported boats and water skiers to put on shows in it. He invited Errol Flynn and Howard Hughes (from whom he’d just bought a plane), offered tastes of his own “Wildcatter” brand of bourbon, and generally worked hard to dent his $200 million fortune. For years, the hotel was the scene of riotous parties, with Frank Sinatra, Robert Mitchum, Dorothy Lamour, politicians, and oilmen making scenes and backroom deals and sweating in a fevered conga line that reinforced for non-Texans the stereotype that Houston was an unleashed, uncouth city of Caligula on the Texas coast. A bow-tied Frank Lloyd Wright once toured the building with a budding architect. Wright pointed at some details on the ceiling: “Young man, that’s the effect of venereal disease on architecture.” 25 He wasn’t alone in seeing the place as the Lone Star Circus Max.imus, a house where unhealthy things flourished and were celebrated.

The Ivins family moved, in the late 1940s, down the street from the electric Shamrock, the building that for many people had become a symbol not only of the city but of Texas itself, a state bursting with hyper-exaggerated, boozy tendencies, as if all that oil, all that money, had uncorked some orgy of wretched excess on the underbelly of the American nation. From the bedroom windows in the Ivins house, you could see the green, money-colored lights glittering atop the hotel. Not far away, in the Third Ward, it was a different world. Some of the most original roots musicians in America were writing their blues poetry, capturing details that the  Houston Chronicle was not. Throughout her teens, Mary Ivins was always aware that there were other layers of reality in heavily segregated Houston. She talked about those layers with friends, wondering exactly what was beyond her world at the insouciant hem of the naughty Shamrock Hotel.

In the Third Ward, Sam “Lightnin’” Hopkins, revered overseas though often overlooked in the United States, was throwing dice in alleys off of Dowling Street and trying to decide if he should get an ass-pocket bottle of Old Heaven Hill. The quintessential bluesman had achieved a street-Zen sense of how to survive—to “done get over” in Houston, Texas, as his blues buddy Hop Wilson sang it. Lightnin’ put it this way: “You know a rich man ain’t got a chance to go to heaven, and a poor man got a hard way to go.” Another singer, Weldon “Juke Boy” Bonner, once said that Houston was “an action town.”

It was the largest city in Texas, and in the South overall, and the areas where the black and Latino residents lived were neatly defined but also surprisingly close to the most affluent neighborhoods. The poverty, the lack of city services, the absence of clean running water were staggering; for some newcomers to Houston, it was like the chaos of mid-nineteenth-century New York, with its thickening layers of closely held power, its transient confidence men, its Wall Street bankers, and its self-proclaimed clergymen and scheming neighborhood bosses, all of them working the waterfront, the courthouses, the bank vaults, and the election booths. And every day, men with callused hands—Hispanic migrant workers from the Rio Grande Valley and black field hands from the Piney Woods—would jump off the backs of incoming trucks and buses and ask who was hiring that day in the hot city.

As Houston gorged on unbridled growth and a disregard for zoning, as if that latter notion was tantamount to asking a man to brand his cattle, the disparity between the wealthier families and the chronically poor became almost feudal. The city, like New York, was filled with immigrants—some  from other parts of the country, some from overseas. And there was ample room for bitterness and achingly unrequited dreams. People were moving to Houston but few of them were going to be as affluent as the people tied to the oil-and-gas industry. “Back in the scuffling city at the end of the Freeway, a hundred thousand wheels of fortune are spinning. A million individual dreams are down and wagered,” as Sigman Byrd, an overlooked genius from Houston, once wrote.26 It was, in the end, a place where a skeptic might conclude that the American Dream came far easier to some than to others.
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Houston was always fiercely segregated along racial lines and the first few decades of the twentieth century there were marked by massive KKK rallies, race riots, lynchings, and violently rebuffed attempts to end desegregation. In the 1920s, movie theaters were prohibited from screening films starring Jack Johnson because he acted in them with whites; in the 1960s, crosses were burned at the homes of black residents brave enough to sit on the school board. In the black and Latino communities, the police were feared and reviled for their persistent, merciless brutality. The separation, the apartheid, was only underscored and exacerbated by the city’s phenomenal economic surge.

The Ivins family initially lived in a pleasant, middle-to-upper-class pocket populated by strivers and young families. The last child in the family, Andy, had been born in 1949, and as he grew, he liked to walk to the corner with his sister Mary. Her father and brother had been the first to call her “the mole in the hole,” but during her teens, the rest of the family also began calling her “The Mole.” When they wrote her letters and notes and postcards—to the historic camp where she spent her summers, to her boarding school in France, to her boarding school in the Northeast—they would call her “The Mole.” She really was always burrowing, collecting, hoarding. (The Mexican maids in Houston might have understood it as Mexican mole, the spicy Oaxacan dish whose name descended from the Aztec word molli, meaning complex concoction.) By the time she was thirteen, going on fourteen, “Mary” was increasingly calling herself “Molly” and everyone followed suit. 

At the corner of their street were decorative four-foot-by-four-foot cement street markers. The children would sit on the markers and wait for their father to come home from his job downtown. Sometimes, after brisk hellos, he would drive them back to the two-story house and immediately begin to wash his Lincoln. “He was very disciplined. My mother was very loving but my father was a real hard worker. Molly picked that up from my father. Molly was a real hard worker . . . you know she was disciplined.”27  On weekends, he could be more relaxed; he would often take everyone sailing. His wife would make chicken á la king, the parents would get the bunks, and the kids would sleep in the cockpit. There were laughs; the kids would swim and jump into Galveston Bay.

It was also a period punctuated by arguments between the parents, with Molly breaking in at an equal volume, remembers Andy:You know sometimes my mother and father would get in a fight. It seems like they had a regular, normal marriage, but sometimes they would get to screaming at each other and I was wondering if Molly was interceding to keep that from happening. Or just protect my mother maybe . . . or protect my father. It was probably to protect my mother. You know they had cocktail hour. And after a couple of cocktails, they got shitfaced. She would be interceding when my mother was being yelled at . . . she would get pissed and yell right back at him. But we would have some extreme fucking fights at dinner.28




She had decided to move to the un-air-conditioned attic, so she didn’t have to share a room with her sister. Her father had rigged up a cheap, plastic intercom that never seemed to work. Sometimes he would wake the kids up by singing the “Star Spangled Banner.” She’d be in the hot attic, overhearing the screaming matches with the parents below, and would come down and challenge her father. “I’ve always had trouble with male authority figures because my father was such a martinet,” she later said.29  Her brother believed the dividing lines were clear: “If there was ever a contention whether something was black or white, it was between Molly and our father.”30 The differences were so stark and intense that “she was going to be anything he wasn’t.”31

The three children were close growing up. Andy seemed inclined to bond with Molly, but the sisters shared a number of things. Their father loved boats and he taught the girls how to sail: “Our boat was called The Two Belles, and that was supposed to be Sara and Molly.”32 The girls loved being at the coast, chasing each other along the beach. They would stand on the shore, throw sticks in the water, and pretend the sticks were horses having a race. Back at home, the parents insisted on that same togetherness at family gatherings, on weekend car trips, at church. At Easter, Andy would don a little white suit jacket, his sisters would giggle and wear new dresses, and everyone would pose for pictures. The Ivinses attended Palmer Memorial Episcopal church every Sunday and Andy served as an altar boy, but there was never any sense that religion dominated the household. “One of the things that Molly was famous for was pulling out the Bible and reading. She didn’t listen, or sing or do anything else. She was reading, in church. She was doing whatever she wanted to do.”33 And there were times in church when her father simply leaned over and rapped her on the head with his knuckles.

She grew extremely fond of Ann Holland, who lived on the same street as the Ivinses. Holland was Molly’s first true friend, and they would remain devoted to each other for decades. Holland felt an outsider’s kinship with her—the sense that they were iconoclasts dutifully living in the moment on McClendon Street and in their Houston circles while at the same time hovering above it all. Holland studied the sisters: “Sara was very outgoing, optimistic, gregarious, blue eyes, blond hair. We were very different—Molly and I were both not popular. We were weird. We both loved to read books. We were drawn to each other because nobody else wanted to hang out with us. We did a lot of hiding—hiding in attics and whispering ghost stories.”34

At Holland’s house, the two built a small fort behind the garage. They would hide in it for hours, until they heard voices calling them to dinner. They made plans, secret plans, “adventuring plans.” And “nobody really knew our identity. It was sort of a Batman scenario. Like society would be plunged into darkness or there would be some kind of menace. Who would have thought that Ann Holland and Molly Ivins would come out of this little fort behind the garage and save the world and amaze everybody? Who would have thought that? We’d spin our little self-heroic dreams in  this little fort behind the garage. We were both hiders . . . and I know Molly did her share of hiding in her house.”35

It was often so damned hot in Houston—Bombay on the Buffalo Bayou—so humid that people would say it seemed to be raining from the ground up. People would say that the whole fevered place was on the same latitude as New Delhi—that the rain was rising instead of falling. Molly would watch the way the skies would sometimes open and the water instantly would collect in mosquito-laden ditches, and she could see people swarming the neighborhood, sweeping water, splashing it from one side of the walk to the other. Children would stare out their windows as men would come and spray a fog of DDT to make the clouds of mosquitoes disappear.
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The family moved in step with the rhythm of the near-west side of postwar Houston, a place where the WASPs aspired to join the country clubs, to be affiliated with the private schools, the arts, and the civic outlets. Thousands of people were relocating to Houston, many of them drawn by the promises of the oil-and-gas sector. The Republican Party was also denting the Southern Democrat strongholds, inspired by the presence of so many East Coast businessmen who had been assigned to work and live in Houston. There was a circle of affluence, a pattern to follow for anyone who aspired to the upper reaches of the social orbit. Many people chose to live near Rice University, near the Shamrock, near the private schools, near the Museum of Fine Arts and as close as possible to one of the most exclusive neighborhoods in America, River Oaks—the neighborhood that Molly’s father had decided they should pursue. Meanwhile, her parents also enjoyed traveling together: In 1953 they stayed at the Hotel Sevilla in Havana, where they stopped in at the gift shop to pick up postcards to mail to her. They also went to New York, stayed at the Pierre, saw Broadway shows and brought her the programs.

She attended Oran M. Roberts (named after an ardent Confederate who became Texas governor) from first through sixth grades. She spent her seventh and eighth grades at Sidney B. Lanier Junior High. By the end of the 1950s, the family had moved to River Oaks; their house was on Chevy Chase Drive, not far from the velvet lawns at the River Oaks Country  Club—where blacks, Hispanics, and Jews had long been excluded through a soi-disant “gentleman’s agreement,” and where the members of the George Herbert Walker Bush family were courting oil money and Republican votes. That club was where George W. Bush would later mingle with the other members of his National Guard unit—a “Champagne Unit” filled with the sons of senators, cabinet secretaries, and energy titans.

In her pink-walled room above the garage at her new home, Molly sometimes drew pictures of herself and of people she found amusing. Her parents would peek in on her and see her with her long legs folded, knees aimed at her chin, as she pressed pencils to paper. Before becoming a teenager she was already six feet tall, and was adopting a certain breathy way of talking—putting the emphasis on the first syllables and mixing in a sort of East Coast boarding school, Katharine Hepburn-like formality. In her inch-high self-portraits, she was bug-eyed with hair firing into the air as though each strand was magnetized.

In the summer, her parents sent her to camps in the rolling Texas Hill Country, where the affluent families of Dallas, Houston, and Mexico City regularly sent their children. In the three-page-long letters she wrote home, she was very clear about what she liked and what she disliked—and also what she wanted: raisins, daisies, comic books, and “you know that wonderful feeling you get just before a storm.”36 After some initial resistance, she eventually grew to like being away from home at Camp Mystic, a private Christian camp where Lyndon Johnson had also sent his daughter, Luci Baines Johnson. Ivins was eleven at the time; in her cabin, surrounded by live oak trees, not far from the cypress-lined, blue-green Guadalupe River, she was writing a letter every day:Dear Mom: I was so glad to get your phone call. I’m having more fun. It isn’t like home where you tell me to set the table and I yell at you to shut up. . . . Love, Mary37




When she was back home in River Oaks, the neighborhood sometimes seemed hushed. It was more Southern than Western. It wasn’t what a lot of people thought of when they thought of Houston—or Texas. There were palms, magnolias, bougainvillea, and azaleas, all of them supple from the blanketing humidity, many of them hand-nurtured by Mexican gardeners  whose battered Resistol hats barely lived up to the promise of “resisting” the sweat, of preventing the moisture from stinging their eyes. In River Oaks, it seemed as if everything flowed from a twenty-eight-room mansion—a plantation, as some of the black maids called it, named Bayou Bend. Mary knew about its owner, the “First Lady of Texas,” the soft-voiced daughter of the governor, the one whose father had announced when the improbably named Ima Hogg was born: “Our cup of joy is now overflowing! We have a daughter of as fine proportions and of as angelic mien as ever gracious nature favor a man with.”

She knew the story: how the genteel oil heiress had turned her life to classical music, to fine art, to exquisite things, to refined sensibilities, as if the turmoil in the desperately poor Fourth Ward, dotted with shacks with no running water, was a thousand miles away instead of just one or two. It was as if it had slipped by unnoticed and her mansion, and all the homes at its hem, including the ones on Chevy Chase Drive, had settled into a languid, soigné ensemble. Houston was the richest city in Texas, the one obviously fueled by so much oil money, and where the residents of River Oaks helped fund the major museums, opera, ballet, and orchestras. That fact wouldn’t change for decades, even long after she had moved from River Oaks and other people—including President George H.W. Bush’s secretary of commerce Robert Mosbacher and Enron’s doomed Jeff Skilling and Andrew Fastow—had settled into the community that was among the wealthiest zip codes in America.38

But over the years she would insist again and again that she had grown up in East Texas, not Houston:I grew up in East Texas. I played basketball all over East Texas. We used to play in a town called Bed. It was a big joke, going to play in Bed. And let me tell you, the East Texas women are some of the meanest women on the face of the earth. We used to play in these small towns; the guards were almost invariably named after flowers—there would be Lily, Rose and Violet. The forwards were always jewels—Ruby, Pearl and Opal. But it was East Texas, so everybody had two names, you know, like Ruby Jo or Pearl Ann. And they always wore pink plastic curlers in their hair during games so they’d look good at the dance afterwards. Meanest women I ever met.39





If one wanted, it was possible to pin down Houston geographically as part of East Texas—but for many people East Texas was something else entirely. Some understood the term “East Texas” as a reference to the rural, black-dirt side of the state with the looming pine trees and rivers the color of dull pennies. There were African-American communities dotted with flimsy shacks. There were Confederate memorials on the downtown squares in small, almost hidden, towns. There were Pentecostal churches made from tarpaper and clapboard. The sour smell from a pulp mill. Feathers flying off trucks rumbling away from the chicken farms. Monster-sized catfish heads hung on fence posts. And a dead coyote sometimes strung up on the same stretch of fence as some sort of warning and maybe even a boast.

If you were black, East Texas was not a place to wander back roads with abandon. People knew the stories about the hanging tree buried deep in the woods, near where the Navasota River curled away from the town of Mexia. They knew about the black man castrated by the citizens of Pittsburg, Texas, in 1941—a hidden nightmare playing out at the exact moment the nation was transfixed by the events at Pearl Harbor. They knew the hidden patches of woods where blacks would be tied to the sturdy trees and beaten. In East Texas, a man could easily be lost, swallowed in a place called The Big Thicket. And in places like Egypt, Texas, some people dreamed of going west to California, the way people in Panther Burn, Mississippi, dreamed of going to Chicago or Detroit. Some knew they would never make it that far, so they settled for leaving rural East Texas and going to the big city of Houston. There were jobs in the refineries, in the hotel laundry rooms, in the rice mills, in the country clubs, in the homes in River Oaks. That was where the real East Texas met the real Houston. Maybe, just maybe, Houston was less backbreaking and ominous than what happened in the cotton fields, in the woods, off the dirt roads, down by the snake-laden Navasota where people learned to turn away as if they hadn’t seen the bloated body in the water. But, truth be told, many poor people in Houston were already wishing they had never come there; some were planning to leave, maybe following a path to California—where people were writing back to Texas about how you could find fruit strewn on the lush earth.

There were some other wickedly specific ties from teeming, overheated Houston to the real East Texas rural outposts. In the heart of Houston, if  you cared to hear the story, there was also a hanging tree—a towering, thick oak—outside the gates of the cemetery where the city founders and leaders were buried. Follow the curve of the bayou, from the Bayou Bend mansion, and you would come close to that tree. Study the murky bayou that helped to define River Oaks—that was the body of water that the businessmen employed to coax a city from what was, more or less, a swamp at sea level—and you would learn that people disappeared in it as easily as they did in the woods. Rogue police and murderers would bludgeon men and shove them into Buffalo Bayou. (No one knows, of course, how often it happened, but it did—and it came to full, awful transparency in the 1970s when a twenty-three-year-old Vietnam veteran named Jose Campos Torres was handcuffed, beaten, and thrown into the fetid stream, where his body was found floating two days later.)

In the South, in all it implied and meant, some said Houston had no equal, that it was the most brutally brazen. And it was filled with strangers, newcomers, who had been delivered to a world where old mores were still as embedded as the ancient pains. At night, on Elysian Street, black residents in Houston would watch the lights downtown, the way they reflected on the highway construction crews rolling over the “freedman’s towns”—knocking down the old homes where freed slaves had been allowed to live, paving over the cemeteries where freed slaves were buried. Houston was urban and blatant, the sooty, citified manifestation of things, ideas, that flowed from the old slave markets in East Texas or that slave trader Jean Lafitte oversaw just down the Texas coast in Galveston. In 1860, 30 percent of the people in Texas were slaves. Texas heroes, including Jim Bowie, the men whom Texas students were required to study, were unrelenting slave traders. And if you were prone to believe that the history of the place had never been adequately exhumed and taught to young people, you might begin to think that it was hell on earth—where the nouveau riche and the Big Oil gods they worshiped had turned a deaf ear to the sighs that echoed in the tombstone rubble of the desperately poor Fourth Ward, the Fifth Ward, and all the areas of Houston where blacks had been exiled in plain sight.

Growing up, Molly didn’t often travel off prescribed paths in Houston—onto Lyons Avenue and into the area that some people would call The Bloody Nickel. She didn’t go to Telephone Road, Denver Harbor, Segundo  Barrio, or other areas on the east side where the smokestacks, refineries, and petrochemical labyrinths filled up the horizon, the bayous gurgled unnaturally, urine-colored bubbles lifted off the water, and the air had a perpetual chemical tang like the taste of an old coin in your mouth. She could see some of the ghettoes from her car window as her father drove downtown. For some visitors to Houston, it was like an urban archipelago, like a set piece from another era, like something from a Russell Lee photograph. Driving by, you might think it seemed staged, almost intentionally sad to the point of being unreal.

As postwar Houston was growing, as the layers were becoming more complex, she sometimes liked being alone in her room. She liked to think about that summer camp her parents were going to send her to. It wasn’t Houston, thank God, with all those rich fraternity boys at home from Yale and Princeton—acting like they hated the Northeast and were glad to be back on the west side of the city drinking Pearl beer and pissing off the back porches of the estates in River Oaks.
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St. John’s was within walking distance of Chevy Chase Drive. It was, some said, the finest private high school in Texas. And it was here that the Bush family desperately wanted to send its first, obstreperous son. George W. Bush was never admitted; he was destined for the other gilded prep school in Houston, Kinkaid. (Miffed at the way it all unraveled, the Bushes had even bigger designs for the family scion. After some time at Kinkaid, he was going to Philips Andover Academy in Massachusetts. That’s where Bush’s father and grandfather had gone.)

The Ivins family had designs for their daughter as well, a similar path in a way: After St. John’s she was supposed to be shipped off to the East, to Smith College, because that’s where her mother and her grandmother had gone. Her father believed in an orderly progression of events and circumstances—for others, for his children, for himself. He did love The Mole, even if he snapped at her about her weight, her hair, her clothing—and maybe he didn’t see how these flashes of brutality revealed his own inconsistencies, his unsteady hand. He loved her but he made it hard, she always said.

People from Houston who knew both families tried to draw parallels between the Bush and Ivins households. George W. Bush’s father would occasionally offer something to the people who listened to him when he sank into those uncomfortably revealing moments at the country club—“the club,” as many people in the neighborhood called it. Bush’s old man would hold a martini in his hand, smooth the wrinkles in his Bermuda shorts, and talk about his method: “I promise to love George W. unconditionally—even when he screws up.” People who knew the Bushes but wouldn’t speak against them said that there were, in fact, conditions—or, rather, preconditions. These were never stated; they just hung out there like invisible, but still towering, commandments. Follow the path the family has charted for you. Don’t veer. Don’t disappoint your parents. And in the Ivins household, it was really the same thing. The Mole’s old man was more than clear about what he wanted from her. She would be erudite, destined for some stellar career as an educator, researcher. And, without question, she would be conservative, affluent, married, the mother to his grandchildren. Grandsons would be good. He could take them to one of his favorite haunts, the Houston Yacht Club, just down the seemingly perpetually bleached, raggedy stretch of Texas coast where the wealthiest families—including Ross Sterling, the co-founder of Humble Oil—congregated. Her father wanted to be elected “Commodore” of the Yacht Club and was bitterly disappointed when he lost.

The Ivinses could see that Sterling had built a sprawling mansion right next door to the Yacht Club, on the bay. It was modeled after the White House and was said to be the largest home in Texas. It had ten Ionic columns, twelve-inch-thick Texas limestone walls, and solid-bronze plumbing. It was easy for The Mole to study it, taking the full measure of what power meant to her father. He once told her that if they were ever caught in a squall she had to drop the sail and throw the anchor out—and one day when a storm suddenly began rocking the sailboat, she dutifully followed his instructions but forgot to tie the anchor to the boat. She laughed, forever, about the way her father sputtered with fury. But when  she entered various yachting contests, she made sure to let him know, right away, how she had performed: “I’ve been in Fort Worth representing the yacht club in the Texas Junior Championship . . . it was really a ball, we drove the chaperone insane and had the time of our lives.”40
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When she was sent to summer camp her parents dutifully boxed up presents for her and shipped them out. In the summer of 1955, she wrote from Camp Mystic—advising her parents that she had been accepted into one of the two “Indian tribes,” and that she was doing “tribe training” and “tribe cheers.” She was a Tonkawa, not a Kiowa.

She also went to camp—and, later, to school—with Quintana Symonds, the daughter of the man who ran Tenneco. Her best friend, Ann Holland, was assigned to her cabin. Holland’s father was an influential assistant secretary of state—a Houston lawyer assigned to work with the CIA and to brief President Eisenhower on communist movements in Central America.

She watched camp counselors shoot water moccasins, she saw deer darting toward the pecan trees, and she floated in the cool river under the branches of the towering cypress trees. Her camp records revealed that she was a “high intermediate swimmer, intermediate diver, and beginner in tennis.” She wrote to her parents: “I am also taking charm and arts and crafts.”41 She did English riding, tried to follow the direction of Lulu, her diving coach, and landed the role of Betsy Ross during “stunt night.” She also got into trouble, receiving an “unsatisfactory” on her “Tribe Sheet” for bumping heads with a girl named Lucy: “Lucy seems to think I have a superiority complex or don’t respect her or something. I had a talk with her and I thought everything was straightened out, but Lucy doesn’t seem to think so. I’ll probably get another ‘unsatisfactory’ on my next Tribe Sheet.”

The girls listened to Elvis records, talked about their father’s offices in Houston, watched Captain Horatio Hornblower and Strange Lady in Town,  did can-can shows while wearing ruffled dresses, and played kickball against the Kiowas. She wrote a letter, every day, to her parents. She asked them to water her daisies and feed her cats. She demanded letters in return and she admonished her parents for not filling up her mailbox on Thursdays, which was mail day. And she insisted that her parents send her a surprise: “If you don’t have anything to send, send an empty box. But I want a surprise.”42

Between her problems with Lucy and those with other campers, her letters clearly show a voice emerging. She was sizing people up, bucking rules, committing it all to paper. “On my left is a horrid girl named Pamela. . . . We all went up on Tribe Hill last night and learned about tribe training and some tribe cheers. . . . It’s raining cats and dogs now. Someone must have stepped on Indian Joe’s grave.”43

She had a huge, rolling laugh, one that some people said was husky, or that made her sound older. Later, when her eyesight started slipping, she developed a habit of cocking her head back an inch or two and looking down at something or someone. People would say she was measuring, like a tailor with a bar of chalk. She would eventually draw more little faces, little men with beards and piercing eyes pinched into weird caricatures of anger. And she wrote more letters, more notes and poems and diary entries. Just before her twelfth birthday, she tried an experiment with one of her letters:Hey Stupid! Don’t Read This. Look. Didn’t I just get through telling you not to read this. What are you doing? You’re just wasting your time. You think I’m going to say something important. Well I’m not. You think you should come to the news right now. But you’re not going to. See! Anyone who has gone this far is either crazy or has nothing better to do. Now here you are at the end and what have you found out? Nothing!

Don’t you agree with me that you’re stupid?

—Mary44









CHAPTER TWO

River Oaks

I’d like to get away from earth awhile and then come back to it and begin over.

—ROBERT FROST, “BIRCHES”

 

 

 

 

Bob Moore was pushing across the campus of St. John’s in his purposeful gait, and the uniformed students—girls in pinafore dresses hemmed below the knee, white socks pulled up the calves—watched as the English teacher ate up the space. He had gone to Reed College, in Oregon, a school that fostered a certain kind of heartland liberalism, intellectual rigor, and what would later become known as an anti-academic-establishment ethos that nurtured Beat Generation poets Gary Snyder, Lew Welch, and Philip Whalen.

St. John’s was founded in 1946 by a few of the most powerful and wealthy families in the world: William Farish, who had co-founded Humble-Exxon and become the chairman of Standard Oil; the Blaffers, who co-founded Humble-Exxon; and the Cullens, who had made their fortune in oil. They imported Alan Lake Chidsey, the Harvard-educated assistant dean of students at the University of Chicago, as the first headmaster. He was  classically inclined and the author of a trio of books published in the 1930s: Romulus: Builder of Rome, Rustam: Lion of Persia, and Odysseus: Sage of Greece. On Wednesday mornings, Molly Ivins would troop to chapel with the other uniformed students and listen to Chidsey preach Episcopal morality, love for your country, and love for your school.1

Given that St. John’s was effectively created as a gateway for children of the most prominent families in Texas—among its other founders was a Texas state supreme court justice—Moore was something beyond an anomaly. He taught the poetry of Robert Frost and could quote favored lines to his students, including Frost’s line about getting away from the earth. He talked about Ernest Hemingway and the American transcendentalists. He lectured on voting rights, organized food drives, and he also did something that truly put him at odds with the ultra-conservative, even anti-Catholic quarters of Houston: He supported the presidential candidacy of John F. Kennedy. He even appreciated Elvis and Mad magazine, and generally offered up a daily antidote to the buttoned-down aura that the headmaster had created. He was what some people carefully called a “free thinker” and he became the first major adult male counterbalance in Ivins’s life. On campus, Moore openly relished the underdogs, the outsiders, those he believed had some sort of inner poetry. Anytime her father was rigid, Moore suggested possibilities—even within the confines of the most exclusive school in the state, even in a small setting, like St. John’s, where there were only fifty-two students in her grade. “He never lost connection with the sheer intensity of teenagers. . . . He loved the big, pimply kind, especially,” she said.2 Ivins revered Moore and would dedicate her first book, in 1991, “To Robert P. Moore, the best teacher.”3

Some students had been enrolled at St. John’s since kindergarten. Those who transferred in were labeled “newcomers” and sometimes had to work hard to fit in. Ivins was big-bodied and acutely aware of her height when she joined the ninth-grade students at St. John’s in 1959—not just a “newcomer” but one who was a head taller than most of the boys. In Houston, there was another “newcomer,” George W. Bush, trying to find his way at that other private school, Kinkaid. Through her father’s orbit, through the oil-and-politics networks that swirled around River Oaks and connected the two exclusive schools, she occasionally bumped into Bush. They knew  each other enough to say hello, to chit-chat. Ivins said, “He hung out with friends of mine and dated some girls I knew. I knew him to say hi.”4 Ivins’s mother liked the Bushes. She would eventually work for George H.W. Bush’s political campaigns, carrying around a little “Bush Bag” with the candidate’s name crocheted on the side.

At St. John’s, Ivins was clearly not political. She read, she studied, she wrote essays and poetry. Reflecting on her early teenage years, Ivins would choose variations on a theme to describe how she fit in, or didn’t: “I should confess that I’ve always been more of an observer than a participant in Texas Womanhood: the spirit was willing but I was declared ineligible on grounds of size early. You can’t be six feet tall and cute, both. . . . I spent my girlhood as a Clydesdale among thoroughbreds.” She also framed it this way: “I was the Too Tall Jones of my time. I grew up a St. Bernard among greyhounds. It’s hard to be cute when you’re six feet tall.”5 Her eyesight was also in decline. She saw an ophthalmologist for the first time when she was eight. Her myopia rapidly progressed over the next year—and the doctor informed her that “this proves one thing—either that you were a progressively heavy reader and student or that you inherited your myopia.” She got her first pair of contact lenses in 1962, the year she graduated from St. John’s. 6

As a palliative to whatever awkwardness she might have felt, Moore’s door was always open to Ivins, as was his house. He and his wife, also from Reed College, regularly invited students to hang out and talk, enthusiastically, about music, Kennedy, and the French existentialists. “He was definitely an inspiration for a lot of us. And Molly was really close to him. He was progressive politically and he was kind of our mentor and guide. We would go over to his house and smoke cigarettes and talk. We had a little study group about existentialism. He would let us pursue adult activities,” remembers her friend Margaret Sher. “We got along, or we were all suffering together.”7

Other close friends said that, based on her height, people assumed Ivins was playing some sport, most likely basketball—and that she would succeed at it. She dutifully played basketball for the junior varsity but rarely shone in the games against the small-town schools in Nederland and Pasadena. Her coach, Doug Osburn, who would later spend twenty years  as the head baseball coach at Rice, barked at her to “pick your shots, pick your shots,” and she would later say that she found it useful advice as a journalist.8 “We were quite slow, we never made the varsity. We peaked in 11th grade. Girl’s basketball was different back then. You had half court. We were not shining lights but we tried hard,” remembers Sher.9  “Molly was never athletic,” says Anne Kelsey, another classmate. It was clear that she was interested in reading, maybe as a way of skirting whatever expectations were placed on her at school and even by her parents. “Molly was so cerebral and loved books, but I don’t think she was comfortable in her own home. I think she retreated into books quite a bit and read and read and read. I think she adored her siblings. . . . I always felt that Molly was kind of isolated as a young person. She was so tall and unusual. My feeling about this comes from stories she directly told me.”10

Other classmates, people who would count themselves as good friends for the rest of her life, say much the same thing: Upon meeting her they were instantly struck by her height, by the fact that everyone in the Ivins household seemed tall. And that there seemed to be some underlying strain between Molly Ivins and her father. And that her mother, perpetually cheerful, seemed to be acting somewhat like Lucille Ball. As a friend put it: “She had mixed feelings about her father as a child. He was a very ‘within’ kind of person. He was sort of a square-jawed, steely hero type. Very handsome. Tall man. Gray hair. Very sort of your remote Marlboro man. Mary’s mother was very, very different. Very approachable and very warm. . . . Mary put her father on a very remote pedestal.”11 (Though she was calling herself Molly by the time she was at St. John’s, some childhood friends still called her Mary.)

One day, Ann Holland watched and listened as her mother and Ivins’s mother stood outside and talked about their trip, earlier in the day, to the hair stylist. “Betty,” Margaret Ivins asked, “do I look like a Panda bear?” And Holland laughed, thinking to herself that it was just the kind of loony question that her friend Molly might have asked.12

Ivins knew that her mother had been educated at the finest schools available to women in the ’20s and ’30s and that she was inherently smart, yet also that she insistently leaned toward a comic daffiness that all but erased the intellectual underpinnings she surely had cultivated at  Smith. She was a good mother, and Ivins’s friends felt that she was always there for her children. She was really, on a day-to-day basis, only doing what the other ’50s-era women in their circle were doing. One friend said: “I always thought her mother was delightful. She was a little bit ditzy, kind of scattered but really supportive of her kids, both of our moms were. Nobody worked. They participated in kid activities and volunteer activities.”13

Her mother was also proud of the fact that her daughter attended the best school in Houston, and she regularly checked on her progress. At home Molly was popping with opinions about her teachers and the other students. It was clear, early on, that she was good at English, terrible at math. She wrote stories for the student newspaper, and she wrote a poem titled “Nausea” for the literary magazine:As it slithers into the room, the familiar, sick terror rushes upward, but I stifle the scream of horror in my throat. The ugly thing slimes into the corner and leaves its fetid stench in the air . . . it springs, pounces on my face, its monstrous distorted countenance rips away the last shreds of my sleepy defense. Hideous, unmistakable—another day.




“She was a bookworm compared to the rest of us,” says Marcia Carter, a classmate who lived down the block from Ivins. “Our nickname for her for a few years was Mature Mother Molly. We called her the Triple M, because she was always so disgusted with our stupid shenanigans as high students. She would always go, ‘How can they be such children?’ She was very different than how she was as an adult. She was very serious.” Some of Ivins’s friends were kicked out of the library for being unruly or were cited for school uniform violations, but she almost never broke the rules. Latin teacher Basil Fairweather once told the class, in his broad English accent, that he was leaving the room and the students were on the honor system as they took their exams. Ivins watched as some people opened up their textbooks in search of the answers. She found Fairweather and turned in the cheaters. As Carter explains: “She was making every effort to be an intellectual at a time when the rest of us were making every effort to fit into  something. It didn’t seem to bother Molly that she didn’t fit, but it bothered the rest of us that we didn’t, because she was busy thinking about things, and we were just busy being stupid adolescents.”14

As the perpetual antidote, there was Robert P. Moore—arguably the first bona fide progressive that any of the young people in her inner circle had met. “Bob was the first liberal that all of us knew. He was a very witty man, he loved teaching, and he loved the students. We all hung out at his house all of the time. He was also a truly literary person. He loved books, and good writing, and really encouraged it in his classes, and Molly’s bent for that was evident to him. And he was the one that really encouraged her in that direction,” says Carter.15 After a few of her friends traveled with Moore and his wife on a summer trip to Europe—during their several weeks in a Volkswagen van “they let us drink and do all the things that our parents wouldn’t do”16—Ivins seemed to change her mind about some of her classmates. She felt, one said, that the group had grown up somewhat. They were a bit more adult, able to connect with Moore at a deeper level and, maybe, to take the St. John’s credo—“faith and virtue”—more seriously. Carter says:Most of the people there were from stodgy, well-to-do families. But I think that everybody was just so bored with this whole trip that was laid on you if you were a girl, about how to be a lady, and how to just grow up and be a wife. And we were all out there doing political things, and once again influenced by teachers at St. John’s. Mr. Moore was, by far, the most liberal. There was never any question that he knew his stuff and imparted it well, but was definitely kind of a political animal who didn’t mind telling rich people that you need to do more. But our class was considered kind of a bad class. We were considered kind of the dregs. The class of ’62 was not one of their stellar classes, we were told regularly. They [the administrators] did not like us as a group. We were way too . . . we didn’t like the rules. We were always trying to change the rules. We would mimic the teachers, or do things that were rude to the teachers. Molly didn’t really like any of that.17




What she did want was to be famous. One day when she was young, she carefully wrote down a resolution on a piece of paper and tucked it away  in her wallet: If she turned the age of twenty-five and hadn’t been famous yet—she would commit suicide.18
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Through an affinity for literature and journalism—and for the yearbook called “The Rebel”—Ivins grew closer to classmate Margaret Sher, whose parents avidly read the small progressive magazine The Texas Observer. Edited by Willie Morris, it was one of the true crusading publications in the nation, routinely pursuing stories that the large city dailies turned their backs on. It was fiercely liberal; the fact that the Observer even acknowledged the existence of blacks and Hispanics in Texas set it apart from those lumbering, reactionary dailies. It was, in its way, an adjunct to the historic “race newspapers”—the Dallas Express, the Houston Informer, and the Texas Freeman—that for decades served readers who felt excluded from mainstream coverage. To call the publication iconoclastic was an understatement, especially in a state that tended to behave as though it was still a separate nation. And reading it, let alone working there, clearly defined an individual as more than just a healthy skeptic. For someone like Molly Ivins, whose father was building his reputation as the most powerful lawyer at Tenneco, reading it was a bit like carrying Das Kapital around town.

Sher’s father, a surgeon, had roots in the New York era “when a lot of people were radical . . . involved in a radical, artsy crowd.”19 He befriended poets and writers. The Shers also lived outside River Oaks, and, in a sense, outside what River Oaks stood for. “My parents subscribed to every magazine in the world—they were from New York. So they had a whole bunch to read and we also subscribed to The Texas Observer. So we used to sit outside, smoking and discussing The Texas Observer when we were in high school.”20 Ivins and Sher would crack each other up, talking about the stuffed-shirts they knew, about how they wanted to move away, to see Houston fading in the rearview mirror.

There was another attraction at the Sher household. Margaret’s mother seemed inclined to be political, to talk politics, and it was something that Ivins hadn’t really done before. “Molly ascribed to my mother [the sense] that women could have political views and stake out positions. Molly  modeled herself after my mother. You see, she was heavily involved in the League of Women Voters and various political policy activities and she showed us that it was OK to do that. It was in River Oaks, and you didn’t find it that much.”21 Ivins grew closer to Sher when she learned her friend was an ardent Kennedy supporter—and that the Sher household was also supporting the Texas populist and civil libertarian Senator Ralph Yarborough. “I think that’s why she hung out with me. We were big Kennedy supporters and we were definitely in the minority at St. John’s. One of our teachers said that if Kennedy won, he would get on his knees and beg forgiveness.”22

There was a sense among her best friends that Ivins was straddling things, trying to find her own path but still adhering to her parent’s designs. Her parents wanted her to learn the violin and she dutifully tried, but her father eventually wound up making her practice outdoors, behind the garage. She concentrated on the things she really liked: She doted on her cats, one of whom was seemingly always pregnant, never having been spayed. Her friends came to the house to swim in the pool. She entered sailing competitions at the Houston Yacht Club. And she began to immerse herself in French at St. John’s, standing out among the five girls taking the language, able to carry on conversations with the teacher.

The school was small and the social circles seemed to favor the thoroughbreds, the gamines, not the Clydesdales. In high school, she didn’t date anyone seriously, though she was often at the crackling, funny dress-up parties that the River Oaks children invited each other to attend. “She wasn’t exactly the dating, popular girl. That was always a struggle because of her height.”23 At the soirees and proms, there was always a mad, last-minute swirl, the “oh my God, who are we going to go with at the last second . . . that was always torture, but we all went.”24

Her friends knew that she had cut stories out of the Houston newspapers about extraordinarily wealthy girls who had been “introduced” at their debutante balls—including the daughter of the man Jim Ivins worked for at Tenneco.25 She would later tell a friend that her parents sometimes forced her to go to the dances, that she felt incredibly awkward being taller than most of the boys. Sometimes she would slip away, hide in the bathroom, and read a book.
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In the summers, her parents were traveling to New York, London, or Paris. Sometimes they would sail in the Bahamas. Ivins was participating in the Texas Junior Yachting Championship, teaching sailing, and going to private camps inside and outside Texas. After a trip to Fort Worth for the yachting championship she sent a letter to her parents: “We really shook up Fort Worth. Our crew had a second place until the last race. . . . Mother, don’t drop dead but I’m getting my hair cut. Yup, the mop is chopped. I finally got up the nerve and now I’m very depressed. Think I’ll go shoot myself.”26 Her mother arranged for her to spend a few weeks in the summer of 1960 as a camper and assistant counselor at L’Ecole Champlain, a place Ivins would later describe as “a fancy French language camp for genteel young ladies which resides on a particularly sheltered corner of Lake Champlain.” 27 Her job was to teach canoeing and sailing and also to continue her own education in French. “My job is too choice for words. We have a new group of kids now, as it is the second term of camp. I have a very nice spastic in my class now. I know that sounds like a cruel joke,” she wrote to her parents, who were traveling in France. “I just realized that this is going to reach you in Paris. Good heavens. You must go outside and look around and just be impressed to pieces for me, The Mole.”28

Meanwhile, her father was moving closer to the presidency of Tenneco. His view of his role suggested a certain bitterness that his history sculpting Tenneco had been overlooked. One day he turned to Andy and tried to explain what he did for a living: He found the legal justifications for anything the founder of Tenneco could invent or devise. “What he would do was make what Gardiner [Symonds, the founder of Tenneco] did legal. Gardiner would go forward and Gardiner was going to do whatever he was going to do, because, shit, he was a balls-out businessman and took Tenneco from a tiny little nothing to the twenty-first largest corporation in the United States. So, anyway, Daddy was the legal mind behind everything.”29

General Jim was clearly concentrating on his career, occasionally exploding in anger, sometimes drinking too much, amazing his children and friends with his fortitude at sea. He participated in several dangerous yachting races, including the 3,000-mile Transatlantic Race from Newport,  Rhode Island, to England’s Eddystone Light, where he helped navigate the  Ondine in record time through stormy oceans and brutal winds, and on to a victory that merited toasts at the Island Sailing Club in Cowes—as well as a spread in Sports Illustrated that featured a large photograph of Jim Ivins at the helm, his tongue sticking out of his mouth as he is blasted by sea spray.30

Molly was watching him, listening to his calls, and overhearing his meetings in the living room. When oil men would come by, the children would be shooed away and the men’s voices would dip down. Years later, she would tell one of her best friends that she could overhear her father talking about controlling oil prices, steering the markets to drive Tenneco’s profits.31

Her mother had settled into a cycle, attending church functions, society functions, various school events for the children. Sara was off to the University of Texas, where she joined a sorority, and Margaret harbored hopes that her other daughter would go to Smith. She knew to anticipate that her husband would announce he was off to pursue a yachting adventure, that he might be gone for weeks, sometimes to sail, sometimes to do Tenneco business in New York or Delaware, where the company had incorporated. Sometimes Margaret would join her husband in New York. In January 1960, she sent “Mary” a postcard saying that “your Christmas present to me was two tickets to ‘A Man for All Seasons.’”32 There would be moments when the family was firmly together, and sometimes it would circle directly around her husband’s interests—a “big, long road trip to Disneyland, Grand Canyon, Carlsbad Caverns, Teton, Yellowstone” with a stop in Denver for the “Grand Conclave” of the Kappa Sigma fraternity that Jim Ivins served as Worthy Grand Master.

Molly began to grow closer to Andy, and they would walk home together from St. John’s. She was always striding, moving fast, telling stories, trying to make him laugh.

One day he turned to her: “Why do you walk so fast?”

She replied: “Well, you look up at the horizon and it makes you go quicker.”

Meanwhile, other guests were arriving at the house on Chevy Chase, men on the front lines of molding the Republican Party in Texas, and building it with oil money and support from East Coast GOP kingmakers.  One of them had particular ties to Jim Ivins: Kappa Sigma “Brother” John Tower was the first Republican sent to the Senate from Texas since 1870 and he was selected as the Kappa Sigma Man of the Year in 1961. He would eventually assume the same title as Jim Ivins—Worthy Grand Master. (Today, the fraternity awards the annual John Tower Distinguished Alumnus Award.) Ivins had gotten his position at Tenneco through his connections at Kappa Sigma and he knew enough to welcome John Tower into his home.
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That same year, 1961, discussions were turning into debates, and then arguments, at the dinner table. Andy says: “Molly was obviously taking a different side than my father. I don’t know if she was doing that on purpose or if he was trying to antagonize her or what. I mean he was conservative . . . but politics wasn’t necessarily his forte. But arguing was. He was an attorney—so she and he would get after it. I think there were a lot of political things to talk about.”33

In the summer she traveled to France on the cruise ship Nieuw Amsterdam , once considered the Dutch equivalent of the Queen Mary. She had two roommates on board and was escorted by chaperones as part of an academic and cultural immersion program at L’École Montcel in Jouy-en-Josas. She and the other young women were required to wear formal dress for dinner, to speak French at all times, to abide by rules of decorum. The Château du Montcel had been home to “delightful programs in France” since the 1920s, and Philips Andover and other elite private schools in America sent students there for several weeks each summer. Occupied by the Nazis during the war, the château was a grand, rambling complex dating back to the seventeenth century and Louis XIV. From her first days in France, in July, Ivins was sending letters to her parents, often on stationery she had taken from the ship: “I keep thinking it is some make believe place like Disneyland. I am going to live in France after college. I think all of France is a movie set. Oh, it’s so French! P.s. I have rediscovered morning. It is a glorious time. I’ll never sleep late again. We saw a wedding procession and an elopement, complete with ladder.”34

The grounds at the Château were extraordinary. A long driveway cut through carefully manicured lawns, and there were tennis courts, a pool, soccer fields, and basketball and volleyball courts. At the back of the house a slope led to winding paths lined by ferns, wild strawberries, weeping willows, and ancient bridges. Her room was painted yellow and exposed to the sun. As she had done at the age of eleven at the private camps in the Texas Hill Country, she wrote a letter home almost every day. These letters were longer, though—sometimes five or six pages—and often punctuated with a sketch of something that had caught her eye. They were signed by “The Mole.” She was turning seventeen and her writing showed a mixture of skepticism, frantic humor, spiked irreverence, and judgmentally inclined observations: Her roommate “is a bit strange, but we change every two weeks.”35

With other girls she took day trips to Jouy, exploring markets, tasting something unusual called “yoghurt,” drinking café au lait, eating sole, mushrooms, and omelets. After a week she also thought she was losing her mind over a classmate: “[She] is driving me insane. I never met such a masculine, unsophisticated girl. I am very careful not to offend her but she has no such scruples. Oh well, it’s reasonably easy to avoid her.”36

She told her parents that she was afraid she’d be viewed as a stubborn “goat” and not a “sheep.” She was, as always, the tallest woman in group photographs, the ones where demure-looking young women sit straight and stare at the camera. In chat sessions in the salon, she conversed in French about the country’s educational system or the history of the Comédie-Française. On outings, she visited Napoleon’s tomb, the Eiffel Tower, the Arc de Triomphe. She also told her parents that the Hotel des Invalides “carries the echoes of ancient anguish.”37 Farmers carrying baguettes looked like they had “guns in their baskets.” And it seemed as if half the women in Brittany rode motorcycles, something she couldn’t imagine in Houston. From the windows of her bus, she noticed something else she hadn’t seen in Houston: “We saw some really gross and pity [sic] types on the Left Bank. There were couples necking on park benches, as a matter of fact, there were couples necking just about everywhere. The owner of the patisserie in Jouy thinks I look like Jackie!” She drew a little picture of herself as Jacqueline Kennedy on the bottom of the letter, next to a drawing of a man who looked like a hairy gnome, some horny beast with bug eyes and wild hair. She labeled the drawing of herself “The Mole Comme Jackie.” She labeled the gnome “A Parisian Intellectual.”38

Her time in France was making some indelible impressions. In the château chamber one day, a violinist and pianist played Beethoven so exquisitely that she felt genuinely moved. She saw Moliere’s Le Bourgeois Gentilhomme at the Comédie. She boated on the Seine, had tea in small cafés above small shops, attended the ballet at Place du Trocadero, heard  La Bohéme, and made plans to attend a bullfight on the Riviera. She decided her favorite street was Avenue Franklin Roosevelt and that she enjoyed dining at Colombe d’Or, visiting Monte Carlo, Arles, and Avignon, and going to Sanremo for lunch. In Monaco, there was Aristotle Onassis’s yacht Christina, sometimes regarded as the finest yacht in the world. She wrote to her family that in Arles she endured the bullfight at the Course de Toro and cried when the second bull was killed. The matador was arrogant and she was glad she had read The Brave Bulls, by the Texas artist and writer Tom Lea. On the way to Avignon she went past the Bouvier house and learned that Jackie was there that day. And she was excited to see the house in which George Sand had lived and written many of her most famous works. She visited Victor Hugo’s house and then Rodin’s residence, which resonated with her because she had just been thinking about arts, artists, and reading The Agony and the Ecstasy by Irving Stone. “I’ve decided that Brittany is better than Isle de France, Provence is better than Brittany, the Riviera is better than Provence, and Paris is still best of all, and France is the best country in the world.”39

She was still groaning, at times, about the girls who were insisting on talking about their love lives, real and imagined. “The girls are a very interesting group. There are no smoothies but lots of natural charmers. They’re quite unsophisticated . . . they are often more concerned over their own comforts, likes and dislikes, than the glories of an ancient France or the benefits and idiosyncrasies of a new civilization. No perspective.” She signs the letter: “Vive La France, I got pinched on the Metro. The Mole.”40

At times, she would retreat to her yellow-walled room and, with her long red hair covering her startlingly blue eyes, she would raise her face from  the latest letter she was writing—about the very girls who were spying on her: “Girls are great except for three drips and my roomie . . . all are hell bent on getting into Eastern colleges. I thought they were all a bit immature. Let’s face it, I’m just superior to everyone. It seems that I am almost French now.” At the bottom she had sketched a stick figure towering over small people and labeled “Superior One.”41

Her trip to France, her first real journey away from home, affirmed the possibilities that the Shers and Robert Moore had introduced. It was one thing to talk Sartre with Moore and his wife Maxine, learning to blow cigarette smoke instead of swallowing it, cackling and slipping in some funny words in French. But being there, being in France, was something else entirely: Women on motorcycles. George Sand. Women necking in public. Jackie. Women at bullfights. Women wearing whatever the hell they wanted, instead of long St. John’s dresses with white socks and saddle shoes. By mid-August she was packing her things, ready to have them carted off and loaded onto the Nieuw Amsterdam for the trip to the States. She was turning seventeen in two weeks. “I miss sailing a lot. But it hasn’t been so bad since we left the Riviera and I couldn’t see any boats. Yesterday we went to Dior’s and believe me, there is nothing quite so haute as the world of haute couture. There were quite a few celebs there, passing verdicts in well-bred tones. I had my shoes off under the chair, and my girdle pinched, but I passed verdicts with the best of them.”42
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Back in Houston, during her senior year at St. John’s, there was a per-functory note from her father, referencing some “bad” news about Smith College, perhaps suggesting that she had applied there and not gotten in—or implying disappointment that she had turned her back on Smith:Mole, too bad about Smith. But you’ve got 3 top notch colleges to choose from. There are TV dinners in the icebox. See you Sat. nite, Love D.43




Ivins women from two earlier generations had gone to Smith. Even Margaret Sher’s mother had gone to Smith. “Both my mother and grandmother  had gone to Smith. Of course, contrarian that I am, that made me determined not to go there,” Ivins once said.44 With her family, she visited and settled on Scripps College, a small liberal arts college in California founded in 1926 by Ellen Browning Scripps, who had been active in the women’s suffrage movement and the expanding Scripps newspaper empire. It shared facilities with Pomona College, where Margaret Sher was headed.

In Houston, there were some goodbye parties. Ivins was still catching sight of George W. Bush on the periphery of her scene. He didn’t seem particularly intellectual, or like someone really worth knowing; he was just another face in the wink-and-nod crowd at the country club. She and Sher made home-brewed beer in Sher’s garage, something they planned to unleash at the end of football season, and they laughed at how serious everyone seemed to be as school came to a close. “We definitely smoked and drank. . . . What we used to do our senior year was a lot of drinking. That was part of our MO.”45

In 1962, she seemed to spend more time at Sher’s one-story bungalow. Kennedy’s election had been, her friend says, a defining moment for Ivins. So was the escalating intensity of the civil rights movement; the Freedom Riders had spread into the South, and even the large Texas newspapers Ivins was reading were forced to take note of the violent reactions directed at civil rights supporters. Increasingly, the issue of race relations became a focus for Ivins, but it was something she only talked about: “We were very impassioned about civil rights . . . coming at it from an intellectual rather than an experiential place.”46

But at the time she became one of the fifty-two graduates in St. John’s class of 1962, she had begun thinking about doing something beyond working at the school newspaper or yearbook: “I had started out, in my very precocious, aspiring junior intellectual from East Texas way, to be a great author. But I figured out fairly early that there were a whole lot of other people who were also planning to write the great American novel—which meant that some of us were not going to make it.”47
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She entered Scripps in the fall of 1962 and it was quickly a big drag. The school felt isolated and immersed in the arts to a degree that she found  unappealing. She studied experimental psychology and was given a Skinner Box and a rat:My rat was supposed to learn that if he pressed the bar, he would get a food pellet. He was a bright rat—he learned in no time flat. Then, he had to learn that he had to press the bar twice in order to get a food pellet. But, my rat had committed something called over-learning, which can be plotted on a Bell Curve. And what happened was, he would press once and not get his food pellet, and instead of trying again, my rat developed something called neurotic ritual. It would turn around three times to the left, tossing its little ratty head, and then kind of fall over backwards in frustration. I ruined a perfectly good rat, and felt guilty about it for years and never saw any use in it. And then one day, shortly after the fall of the Berlin Wall, I had occasion to visit the State Department, and particularly those who had served on the Soviet desk, and realized as I watched them all turning to the left three times and kind of throwing their heads around that they had all committed over-learning and I then understood their problem and this was really good. All right, that’s the value of a liberal arts education.48




She was in Susan Miller Dorsey Hall, named after the former superintendent of schools in Los Angeles. The campus was one of the prettiest in the nation, carefully landscaped with rare plants and gardens. Her dormitory had French doors, paintings on the walls, and a “browsing room” for reading. The women called themselves “Scrippsies.” The so-called Claremont Colleges, which included Scripps and Pomona, shared various facilities but also maintained separate identities, not unlike the relationship among some schools in the East, including Barnard and Columbia. Browning’s vision, some said, was to have something akin to a West Coast- California version of the Ivy League and Seven Sisters. But the mission and the pleasant Mediterranean climate, the perfumed air, didn’t convince Ivins that she should stay. It might have been too abrupt a transition from the mongrel mess in roiling Houston or the international existentialism she had sampled in France. California, Scripps, seemed too dreamy and, in their way, stultifying at a time when she was just months removed from  Paris, from smoking and debating issues with her progressive mentors, from leafing through Willie Morris’s latest, seemingly seditious edition of  The Texas Observer.

She told people at Scripps she was from East Texas and some people wanted to hear tales about Texas. She was reluctant to tell her parents that she loathed Scripps and she tried, in a way, to give a willing nod to Scripps’s reputation as a bastion of arts. She signed up for a modern dance class even though she was still less than graceful. She struggled through the course and debated how to approach her final test, which was to choreograph a piece for five classmates. Mulling over her options, which included the fact that the other women were also stumble-footed, she went for some humor. She called her work “A Cluster of Grapes Being Eaten by a Bear.” Set to Stravinsky’s Rite of Spring, Ivins’s work featured her playing the bear and the five other dancers playing the grapes. The audience was mute. There was no laughter. When the last strains faded and the dancers froze, the crowd erupted with thunderous clapping. “I can tell you have a true feeling for the dance,” her professor told her. Nobody got the joke. By that time, she was leaning heavily toward leaving the university.49

She began filling out the paperwork that might lead to a transfer to Smith or, in case she couldn’t get there, Reed. She was nineteen and going to Reed would close a loop, maybe put her closer to what Reed-alumnus Robert Moore stood for, believed in, preached. Reed had a reputation for literature, for poetry. She hoped, though, that Smith would let her in. “She didn’t like the California thing at all. I think the scene had an emphasis on social things and it wasn’t intellectually challenging for her. There was just something about the California lifestyle. I think she just really wanted to be in the East.”50

She simply said that being at Scripps was never going to work out. The place wasn’t fun, or funny, for her: “I was definitely a misfit there.”51
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She was admitted to Smith in 1963 and lived in Gardiner, one of ten “houses” on the Quadrangle. One of the largest at the college, it was built in 1926, had four residential floors, and featured a bucolic path to campus that led students past Paradise Pond. Ivins told friends she felt at home at  Smith, almost instantly. She sensed that there were more people like her at Smith, people who saw what was happening overseas, who cared about what was happening in the South, who wanted to be intellectuals too. Smith’s mission statement suggested that the school was designed to promote “the powers of womanhood” so that a woman’s “influence in reforming the evils of society will be greatly increased.”

She studied Smith’s history. And given that everyone again assumed she was a basketball player, a gazelle on the hard courts, Smith’s historical connection to the game struck her as especially ironic. The first collegiate women’s basketball game was played at Smith in 1893 but few people saw it: Men were banned from watching since the whole affair was considered a breach of social etiquette. That first game, which ended in a score of 5 to 4, was played by women in bloomers and long-sleeved blouses. The players had to remain frozen in their zones and were allowed only one bounce of the ball. Despite this glacier-like pace, one of the Smith players somehow managed to dislocate her shoulder. Ivins marveled at the story, wondering about the historical context and even how the hell somebody could sustain such an injury.

Betty Friedan had graduated from Smith in 1942 with a degree in psychology, the same field Ivins’s mother had pursued and abandoned; Gloria Steinem graduated in 1956. Barbara Bush, Nancy Reagan, Julia Child, Margaret Mitchell, and Sylvia Plath were students there as well. Ivins described her first encounter with the school this way: “Smith, like many of the seven sisters colleges at that time, was sort of very preppy. You know, I can remember exactly the uniform: It was knee socks, Bass Weejun loafers, kilts, blouses with a circle pin on the collar, and a certain type of sweater . . . to me they all looked exactly alike.”52

The uniform was hideous enough, but Ivins also worried about her “face full of zits” and the Texas accent that would come gushing out if she had a drink. She immersed herself in her classes, and she studied history, politics, philosophy, and French. She stayed up late smoking cigarettes, drinking some more, and debating her friends about politics—often volunteering to be the “informed” witness from the South. When Friedan came to campus, just before The Feminine Mystique was published in 1963, Ivins was one of only five students to hear her talk. The swirl and hum of  the welling feminist movement, the way Friedan rejected girliness and all the prescribed decorum, appealed to Ivins. She liked being around women who talked politics, who had career ambitions, who said they weren’t at school to prepare for life as a homemaker. Other students, those who gravitated toward her, agreed that she certainly was different from the girls who were hoping to meet a husband at the college dances. She liked the process of school, she liked the classes, and she liked to make fun of the bowtie-wearing fuddy-duddies, the men and women who acted like Mr. Chips and Mr. Magoo. Her laughter struck some of her friends as more than just a healthy irreverence. “She was tough. I mean the thing that really hit me about her is that so many of the women were soft and soft-spoken. Kind of very, very genteel in the sense of ‘don’t speak too loudly.’ Always be understated, in everything. But Molly was out there. She was flat out there. She spoke her mind. ‘Make a path, I’m coming through.’ And always that cigarette, and now that I think about it, a drink in her hand,” says Anne Seifert, one of her closest, oldest friends. Seifert, who would go on to earn a doctorate in epidemiology, do research at Harvard, and write several books, was studying experimental psychology at Smith.53

Ivins majored in history, earned more B’s than A’s, and held a job working as a reader for Cara Walker, class of 1898, who lived in Northampton. She would visit Walker once a week and read National Geographic and updates from the Smith alumni magazines, especially about the class of 1898. She wondered if the old lady would be depressed each time she told her another story about yet another student having either died or suffered some terrible loss: “I’m sorry to tell you Miss Walker, but Laura Pebble’s husband passed on in California.” The elderly woman replied: “Good, I never liked her anyway.”54

That fall, she was extremely cognizant of how people on campus were reacting to the news that Kennedy had been murdered in her home state. “In the shock and horror of its aftermath, Texans were not popular in the Northeast. That was when I learned to speak without an accent.”55 And she felt ostracized. “You try going to Smith from Texas after November 1963. Being a Texan was not a treat.”56

After she muted her accent, people on campus were surprised to hear that she was from Texas. She sounded, to some, like a student from a  boarding school on the Upper East Coast. But as people got to know her, they’d insist that she tell them stories about Texas, as if it was an exotic outpost. She would oblige. One close friend at Smith had grown up in middle-class areas of Long Island and to her it was like being introduced to another world, one that seemed funny as hell: “She would go back to Texas and come back to Smith and then she would go on about the holy rollers on the radio: ‘I turned on the station! I’m saving you!’” And her friends would roar with laughter, roar at her “irreverence” and ask for more. “She was so good at it and she was so funny. I couldn’t believe people like this existed. When she would tell me about these religious people on these stations and would do it with this drawl, I was mesmerized. It was so foreign to me. She just did it so well.”57

Patterns were emerging, paralleling each other: She held court and spun sagas about Texas, she exaggerated them out of all proportion, searching for just the right funny high notes. She used outrageous premises to invent cartoon paradigms, and she turned “Texan” to underscore each caricature, to confirm someone’s worst fears or most exotic expectations. She would do voices she had heard on the Baptist radio stations, those of Texas football coaches barking out military commands, bloviating Senator Foghorn Leghorn send-ups on the Texas politicians—and people would howl. She was dispensing bits of cultural anthropology, as if they were boisterous dispatches, and sometimes they were about places she hadn’t really experienced, or that really didn’t exist. Like “Bed, Texas,” with its mean girls scrambling on the courts in plastic hair curlers.

Some students magnetically popped to attention when her voice emerged from another cumulus of cigarette smoke. She was holding another beer, reading French poetry out loud, listening to the Beatles. “She was freer, happier. She was laughing all the time. She always had a spin on something. She was not apologetic for who she was. It was like ‘this is who I am, this is what I think, this is what I’m going to do. The rest of you do whatever you want. I’ve got my trench coat and I’m going.’”58 And she really did wear a trench coat on campus, to cover the “social gala dress” that was usually required for high-end campus functions. Friends suggested she did it to be irreverent, to be cool, to make sure that people could see the mane of red hair set against the less-than-girly coat. That year after  Kennedy was assassinated in Dallas, and the drawling, lop-eared Lyndon Baines Johnson took his place in the Oval Office, some students turned to Ivins to explain Texas again—to interpret “the place that had killed my president,” as David Halberstam once put it.

Her ability to objectify Texas, already manifesting itself through the candy-colored circus prism of Glenn McCarthy and his ilk, was catapulted to a far more fierce, complex dimension in the wake of what happened in Dallas in 1963. It was enlightened self-interest to let people know that you were able to hover above Texas even though you were from there, that you were able to judge it and certainly condemn it when necessary. As one of her best friends said: “I just didn’t realize that there was this part of the country that I was very unfamiliar with.”59

Ivins was, in a sense, in demand. And there was something else: She was stunning, and men and women were noticing her. “Molly was just gorgeous. I don’t think that people who knew her later in life had any idea how beautiful she was. I mean she would take your breath away. She had a figure to die for, probably because of all the smoking. I mean she didn’t eat very much. She was really, really slim. She had hair that was gorgeous and it was red, red. And her eyes were the bluest of the blue color I’d ever seen. She was a knockout.”60
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She was constantly on the phone, putting letters in the mailbox, arranging visits to New York, Massachusetts, Vermont, and other places where her school friends and relatives had homes. She stayed in close contact with her oldest best friend, Ann Holland—and, increasingly, with Ann’s brother, Henry “Hank” Holland, Jr. Aside from her father and Robert Moore, Hank Holland was the most important male figure in her life. He was also someone whose senseless, wickedly violent demise helped her untangle a Gordian knot of leaden expectations and assumptions. And if he had lived, there most likely would never have been a public Molly Ivins.

“The love of my life,” she called him.61
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