CELEBRATION

by John Sedgwick

Boston’s Brahmins

An Entirely Subjective Perspective On A City
Celebrating Its 350th Birthday

ull up a wing chair by the fire
here and let me pour you a

brandy. As you probably
know, this city of ours, Boston, just
turned 350 years old. There's this fes-
tival going on called “Jubilee 350,”
with hundreds of exhibits, perfor-
mances, and—to save the worst for
last—speeches, lasting all summer
long. I don’t know why they can'’t let
the poor city pass her anniversary in
peace, but that’s modernity for you.
The thing is that with all this hulla-
baloo, people are going to start to talk
about the city, and that means, inevi-
tably, they're going to jabber about
us Brahmins. Even though we've
been whacked and splayed, vilified
and slandered, for going on four cen-
turies, they're not going to let up on
us now. They'll joke about our Haav'd
accents—well at least we can get
in!l—and how we pawk owa cahs in
Haav'd Yaad and only talk to a Cabot
or a Lowell or God. They'll razz us for
our primness and austerity. Don't
they know decency and frugality
when they see it? We've had our good
times. As we say at the Porcellian
Club, Dum Vivimus Vivamus—while
we live, let’s live.
Goodness knows they've tried to do
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us in. Time after time after time. But
we've always won out in the end.
Well, almost.

Only The Best Families

Back in 1849, a proletarian profes-
sor of anatomy at Harvard, I'm
ashamed to say, snatched up Dr.
George Parkman, one of the foremost
members of our little band and one of
the five richest men in Boston,
chopped him into little bits, and
stuffed him into the fire. John Web-
ster was the scoundrel’s name; he was
the son of an apothecary.

You call that manners? So Dr.
Parkman was a little overeager to col-
lect payment of the $2,000 Webster
owed him, importuning the professor
in the hallways and sitting in the
front row during his anatomy lec-
tures giving him ghoulish looks.
Where would the country be if every-
one ignored his fiscal obligations?
Parkman was doing Webster a favor,
the way I look at it.

But Webster refused to follow Park-
man'’s directions. He lured the good
doctor into his medical school office,
knocked him over the head, carved
him up, and tossed him into the fur-
nace like so many lumps of coal. But
Brahmins don’t burn so easily. Even
after a fortnight, a good deal of Dr.
Parkman remained. The bits and
pieces ultimately were discovered

and identified by the police; Webster
was sent to the gallows. Let that be a
lesson to him. Don’t mess with a
Brahmin.

True Bluebloods
But time passed and the lesson
went unheeded. In 1919, the mostly
Irish police force tried to buck police
commissioner Edwin Curtis, whose
family had come to Boston back in
1632. They joined the American Fed-
eration of Labor to try to increase
their wages. Okay, so first-year po-
licemen were still paid the same six-
teen cents an hour for an eighty-sev-
en-hour workweek that they had been
paid for the last five years, even
though the value of a penny had near-
ly halved. Teach them a little Brah-
min thrift. Curtis promised to fire
them if they tried to go union, so they
went on strike, leaving Boston prey to
every Tom, Dick, and Harry with
nothing better to do than ransack our
Athens.
And who marched in to fill the
breech? We Brahmins, of course.
“Godfrey Lowell Cabot—now there
was a man!—showed up in a naval
cape with a brace of six-shooters
strapped around his waist. Respond-
ing to a personal appeal from Har-
vard's President Lowell, bless him,
college football coach Bob Fisher ut-
tered these heroic words to his team:



“To hell with football, if men are
needed to protect Boston!"”

So all Harvard’s football players
and a good many of its students
turned out. Among them was a twen-
ty-four-year-old Harvard Law School
student named Charles Coolidge, no
relation to Calvin, the do-nothing
governor and president. Brother
Charles didn't wear a uniform, just
stuck a pistol in his pocket and took
up a patrol by what'’s now the Grey-
hound Bus station in Park Square.
Pretty soon a crowd of rowdies surged
up from old Scollay Square and
hemmed in Coolidge and a host of
other volunteers. Bluebloods embat-
tled again. But the Brahmins played
it cagey. They waited until just the
right moment, then yelled, “Now!”
and ran hell-bent at the insurgents.
Coolidge himself, a fleet foot, ran
down one scofflaw and bopped him
over the head with his nightstick so
mightily the man went down like a
tub of lard. “Blood was pouring out of

his eyes,” Coolidge told me (I wasn't
there myself). “I'd seen quite a few
men bleeding from the eyes during
the war, and I knew he was done for.”
When a sergeant came up to him to
ask how things were going, Coolidge
had to tell him he thought he’'d just
killed a man. The officer said, ‘‘Good
for you!” Good for him.

The next morning, after the ruckus
had died down, Coolidge went to the
police station to inquire about his vic-
tim of the night before. “The fellow
was up and around,” Coolidge re-
ports. “All he had was a headache.”
See? The price of liberty is eternal
vigilance, just as they say. Got to
watch 'em every minute.

The Wages Of Sin

That’s what the upstanding Meth-
odist minister and Harvard man J.
Franklin Chase believed. When he
saw the strictures of morality and de-
cency being hacked to bits by the un-
derclasses, he didn’t turn the other

cheek. Why, the rabble was neglect-
ing to cover the legs of pianos and—
horrible as it is to admit—was mixing
the genders of authors on their book-
shelves and worse. Chase headed an
institution designed to preserve our
freedom—our freedom from such vul-
garity, I mean—called the Watch and
Ward. Chase was quite a man. When
he uncovered brothels and gambling
joints and other satanic dens, he bust-
ed them up with his bare hands. “I've
got plenty of red blood,”” the minister
liked to say, “‘and I like to fight.”

So when he read in the revolting
American Mercury, edited by that
rambunctious H. L. Mencken, a re-
volting, salacious story called ‘“Hat-
rack,” about—I can hardly bring my-
self to utter the words—a prostitute
who conducts her business in a ceme-
tary, he resolved to fix that Mencken.
Chase sent word to news dealers to
withdraw the offending issue from
the stands or suffer his wrath. The

American Mercury disappeared from
continued on page 146 —
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.. .too valuable to keep in reserve

Macrodantin

(nitrofurantoin macrocrystals)
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function (creatinine clearance under 40 mi per minute) are contraindi-
cations to therapy with this drug. Treatment of this type of patient
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every magazine rack from Cape Cod
to the Berkshires.

But the smart-aleck Mencken
wasn’t one to go down without a
fight. He took a train up to Boston to
hawk the magazine personally. Chase
would have to take him to court to
stop him. Sure enough, when H.L. set
up by the city’s Park Street subway
station, with hundreds of left-leaning
Harvard undergraduates cheering
him on, the Reverend Chase came up
to press a half-dollar into his palm to
purchase the disgusting magazine.
Mencken, ever the show-off, bit into
the coin to assure himself it was genu-
ine, then handed the Mercury over.
When the transaction was completed,
Chase whistled for a cop to haul the
radical off to jail.

Unfortunately for the defenders of
pure and unsullied literature, Menck-
en wound up with a free-thinking
judge who said only that the maga-
zine seemed overpriced and dis-
missed the complaint.

But Chase had the last word, sly
devil, prevailing upon the more sensi-
ble authorities at the U.S. Postal Ser-
vice to ban the publication from the
mail. That fixed Mencken’s wagon.
Although the action came too late to
affect the issue containing ‘‘Ha-
track,” it forced Mencken to cut an ar-
ticle on the social life of coeds from
the next month'’s edition and, gener-
ally, tone down his act. Under postal
rules, a magazine banned twice in a
row was banned for good.

Russians 8, Brahmins Zip

But we don’t always win. In fact we
lost a big one back in 1905 to the Rus-
sians at the Somerset Club, of all
places. The Somerset is a splendid
granite edifice with what they call
“double-breasted bays” on stately
Beacon Street, overlooking the Com-
mon. We have a lovely time in there.
We run impromptu steeplechases
over the furniture in the Morning
Room and play poker, but mostly we
just sit around and drink. At the Som-
erset, I'm proud to say, we take our
martinis mixed ten to one.

Dedicated and proficient tipplers
though we be, when, in 1905, trio of
Russian diplomats came to dinner—
that’s lunch to you—we met our
match. (I wasn'’t there, I hasten to
say.) To mark the occasion, the club-
men invited their guests for a gin fizz
or two on the lovely patio we call,
with deep affection, the “Bricks.”
Just to be sociable, someone made up
a little toast to the tsar. To the Tsar,
he said. As everybody clinked glasses,
the Russians insisted that the Ameri-
cans observe the old Russian custom:
to drink a toast properly one had to
drain the whole glass. A delightful
custom, all agreed. To the Tsar then!
Bottoms up all round. The Russians
weren't, however, going to let it go at
that. To the President! they retorted,
when all the highballs were refueled.
Bottoms up again. Now the clubmen
rose to the challenge as surely as if the
Russkies had invaded Afghanistan.
To the Tsarina! Up and over went the
glasses once more.

After three straight gins, sad to say,
our boys were beginning to teeter,
though the Russians remained bolt
upright. They came right back with a
toast—to the Vice-President! And so
it went, through the entire executive
branch and the imperial family, until
finally only one clubman was left
standing. The rest were all comatose
on the Bricks. The Russians couldn’t
have looked fresher. They said good-
bye and marched off, as one awed
spectator reported, “as though they
had been drinking ice water.”

The Birthday Party Schedule

There. Finished your brandy?
That'’s all the history of the last 350
years you need to know. What? So
you insist on hearing about the other
shenanigans of this Jubilee 350? All
right then, here’s a partial list for the
rest of the summer, with a few places
and dates thrown in:
* July and August: A historical revue
of the Red Sox will be staged at the
Next Move Theatre.
* August: An ethnic festival will be
held, with twenty-six of the city’s eth-
nic groups represented.
* September 17: The 1930 time cap-
sule buried by fabled former mayor
James Michael Curley will be un-
earthed and Mayor Kevin White's
will be buried.
» September 21: The big bash itself,
with a parade, a picnic featuring a Ju-
bilee 350 brithday cake, and a Boston
Pops concert on the Esplanade by the
Charles topped off by fireworks. W



