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In memory of my father,
ALBERT EDWARD DOMAN (1904–1983)
who wanted to be an architect


Whoso would be a man must be a nonconformist.

—RALPH WALDO EMERSON
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Until recently this largest single source of information about the architect’s life was, largely for practical reasons having to do with the size of the archive and the cost of maintaining a research facility, limited to specialists working in well-defined areas.

As the result of a grant from the Getty Foundation, the total archive of over one hundred thousand letters, documents and other materials has been placed on microfiche and completely indexed. It is now available for study at the Getty Center Archives for the History of Art and the Humanities in Santa Monica, California, which has a first-class research facility, as well as at the Frank Lloyd Wright Memorial Foundation in Scottsdale, Arizona. Even though three volumes of the architect’s letters are now in print, the size of the archive has meant that only highlights of the correspondence could be touched upon, leaving the vast majority unexplored until now.
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1
Bedd Taliesin: Taliesin’s Grave

Fate has smashed these wonderful walls,

This broken city, has crumbled the work

Of giants. The roofs are gutted, the towers

Fallen, the gates ripped off, frost

In the mortar, everything moulded, gaping,

Collapsed.

“The Ruin”

Poems from the Old English

In a quiet family graveyard adjoining a field of Wisconsin corn, a tombstone marks the spot where Frank Lloyd Wright, architect, was buried in the spring of 1959. The grave is empty.

All around it are the neatly tended graves of his grandparents, his uncles and aunts, his mother, his sons and daughters, his comrades and their dead. A stone marks the grave of Richard Lloyd Jones, “Ein Tad,” founder of the clan, the grand old man who was born in Wales before the turn of the nineteenth century. There is an identical marker for his wife, Mary Thomas, “Mallie,” known as “Ein Mam,” mother of eleven children and grandmother, when she died in 1870, of the three-year-old named Frank Wright. All around these pioneer immigrants lie their children: Thomas, John, Margaret, Mary, James, Enos, Nell and Jen, whom everyone called “the Aunts,” and “Our Jenkin,” the son who became a famous Unitarian minister in Chicago. There is even a memorial for “Nanny,” the little girl who died at the age of three as they made their way across the United States. The grave of Frank Wright’s mother, Hannah, or Anna, as she preferred to be called, is also well marked. (“She loved the truth and sought it.”) There are the graves of her two daughters, Maginel and Jane, of her grandchildren (most of Frank’s children by his first wife, Catherine: John, Catherine, Frances and Robert Llewellyn). There is even a grave for Wright’s murdered lover, a single stone under an immense evergreen, tilted and covered with moss. As for the grave of the architect, it is more prominent than any of the others. A semicircle of flowers, neatly tended, surrounds a planting of shrubbery, a single marking stone and the words “Love of an idea is love of God.” One might almost suspect a tacit agreement to continue treating this particular spot as if Wright’s grave had never been opened and his mortal remains removed.

Two stone pillars support a gate, and a path leads directly to the main entrance of the chapel beside the graveyard, hardly discernible beneath the penumbral shade of a heavy porch. Few come here nowadays, and perhaps no one remembers what happened to the fence, or wall, or whether there was a fence. No boundaries define the chapel’s grounds. There is only a faint smell of mold; piles of wet clippings are left to decompose in matted clumps on the grass.

Whenever one goes there, Unity Chapel always appears to be in shadow. The impression is perhaps attributable to the generous overhanging roof, which tends to dwarf the modest windows of the one-floor building, or perhaps to the matte texture of the wine-red shingled exterior, which seems to soak up and absorb light. Or perhaps the stands of motionless fir trees, with their ragged, entwining shapes, were planted by Uncle Thomas Lloyd Jones so as to deflect the sun’s rays at any hour of day. Some stubborn trompe l’oeil factor is at work here, for Unity Chapel, standing as it does beside a road on open ground in the Helena Valley (usually known as “The Valley”) in Iowa County near Spring Green, surrounded by fields, ought to be instantly identifiable. Nevertheless its features are as blurred and indistinct as those in a painting by René Magritte in which, despite a sky of azure blue, buildings huddle in darkness on a deserted street.

The valley to which Frank Lloyd Wright’s grandparents came and settled is inside the “Driftless Area” of Wisconsin, so called because it was protected, by hills to the north, from the great Wisconsin Ice Sheet, which swept south from the Arctic during the glacial epoch. As a result, the vast plains and spectacular gorges left behind by the dwindling ice sheets are not characteristic of this particular landscape. Instead, there are the pianissimo charms of winding roads, closely linked hills and narrow valleys reminiscent of the tidy, neat little island from which the Lloyd Joneses had come. By the time they arrived in The Valley, many other Welsh, Cornish and Irish immigrants were already in the area, attracted by the fertile soils and “mineral” (galena, or lead ore) that had been found at Mineral Point in 1827. Some of the world’s best hard-rock miners, the Cornish copper and tin workers, brought with them a knowledge of stone-cutting and masonry that they put to use in building new cottages not very far from The Valley. There were Welsh settlements all about: in Spring Green, Arena, Barneveld, Ridgeway, Dodgeville, Madison and Baraboo, to name a few. One of the first chapels, Peniel, in Pecatonica, near The Valley, was built in 1850. In the middle 1850s there were more Welsh, Scots and English in Milwaukee than Germans.

What must have also looked familiar and reassuring to the early Welsh settlers in The Valley were the outcroppings of natural limestone on the crests of the hills. “[T]hey assume configurations of great mystery and variety, astonishingly similar to rude stone monuments found in Celtic Britain. Menhirs, or freestanding stones, stand as sentinels on the hillsides; cromlechs, or balanced stones, appear in the valley floors, and rock outcroppings on the crests of hills open to form caves, becoming natural dolmens or ritual mounds.” There were prairie grasses growing on open land, poplars and willows in the rich bottom-land, and a forest of elm, maple, basswood, walnut, birch and hazel on the upper slopes. As Wright was to recall, “[H]e went through the moist woods that in their shade were treasuring the rainfall for the sloping fields below or to feed the clear springs in the ravines, wending his way along the ridges of the hills gay with Indian-pinks or shooting-stars, across wide meadows carpeted thick with tall grass on which the flowers seemed to float.” Two decades after the family had settled in The Valley, Anna’s boy had found, as Mircea Eliade wrote, that “the place is never ‘chosen’ by man; it is merely discovered by him;… the sacred place in some way reveals itself.”

For years before the chapel was built, the land on which it stands was a gathering place for birthday parties, weddings, funerals and Unitarian Grove meetings. Jenkin Lloyd Jones, the son who became a minister, might give the “Gospel for To-day,” a professor from a church in Minneapolis might speak on “True Radicalism,” and the editor of the magazine Unity might lecture about “Cups of Cold Water.” Teams of horses would arrive until fifty or more were tethered under the trees. Soon all manner of prose tracts were being passed out, along with a hundred hymn books. “[T]he great canvas from the hay-ricks became a Tabernacle for the day; ferns drooped and tall flowers glowed to make it beautiful; and at the open sides the meadow, the stream, the golden slopes and the hills beyond became church walls and frescoes.” Then enormously long pine-board tables would be set up, and each family would unload hampers filled to the brim with sumptuous offerings. In his autobiography Wright recalled with the nostalgia of an indomitable appetite all that wholesome, substantial country fare: the roasted, stuffed chickens, the boiled hams, the hard-boiled eggs, the cucumbers you peeled and ate like bananas, the doughnuts smothered in sugar, the apple and pumpkin pies, the cakes and cookies of every scrumptious variety. All this was well washed down with milk (if you were young) and coffee (if you were old enough). There were no hampers of beer, wine or the like for the Temperance Joneses.

Open-air meetings, however, would never be enough. As the Welsh in America used to say, “The first thing a Frenchman does in a new country is to build a trading post, an American builds a city, a German builds a beer hall, and a Welshman builds a church.” And, although he does not mention it in his autobiography, Wright, a mere adolescent at that stage, was ambitiously determined to build a chapel for his family himself. In the summer of 1885, when it became clear that Richard Lloyd Jones, at age eighty-six, was failing (“The near world was growing dim and distant to his eyes; but the Welsh village that he left forty years … ago lay bright and clear as in the sunlight”), Uncle Jenkin began to organize a building campaign. The family planned to build a modest three-room church with a tiny kitchen in one corner, to hold two hundred souls at the maximum, something homelike and pretty that would not disfigure the hills with “another stiff church-box” and that could be erected for $1,000 to $1,200.

Wright had just turned eighteen, was enrolled in the school of engineering at the University of Wisconsin in Madison, the state capital, some fifty miles away, and was apprenticed to an engineer specializing in heating, ventilation, sewers and drains. At once he sent off his sketches for the new building. “I have simply made them in pencil on a peice [sic] of old paper but the idea is my own and I have copied from nothing,” he wrote. “Any changes which you may think proper or anything to be taken off if you will let me know I will make it satisfy you.… Wise & I have figured it up & it can be built for 10 or 12 hundred.” He signed himself, “Aff. your nephew, F. Wright.” Uncle Jenkin preferred the experienced pencil of his favorite architect, J. Lyman Silsbee, whom he had already engaged to build a new church, All Souls, for his Chicago parish. But F. Wright, young, eager, willing to learn, was allowed to help oversee construction of Unity Chapel. Once completed, the “cottage-church,” as it was called, was a much-simplified version of the picturesque shingle style in which Silsbee specialized. Exterior shingles were a mottled brown, and the roof was dark red. Its two main rooms were an “audience room” to hear the sermons, with four rocking chairs thoughtfully provided for the older folk, and a “parlor” beyond to seat an overflow crowd, the two rooms separated only by a heavy curtain. It was said that the “boy architect” in the family had designed the interior decor. The ceilings were calcimined, one in terra-cotta and the other in olive green, colors that Wright much favored in later years. John H. Howe, who was his chief draftsman for almost thirty years, said, “He always claimed that the ceiling, which is designed in squares, was his own invention.” If true, this would have been Frank Lloyd Wright’s first architectural undertaking.

The chapel was opened in the summer of 1886, a few months after the death of Richard Lloyd Jones. It was dedicated to “Freedom, Fellowship and Character in Religion.” Henry M. Simmons gave the dedication address. Then Jenkin Lloyd Jones, speaking first in Welsh, then in English, recalled that, in his days at Meadville School, some eighteen years before, he had organized his first church in the schoolhouse nearby and had preached his first sermon there. Now at last he was speaking in their own church-home, and dedicating it to “the Truth which maketh free, to the Righteousness which maketh clean the heart … to the sanctity of home ties, to the honoring of our country, to an ever-growing Christianity, and to thanksgiving to the Father and his worship.”

After that, Wright recalled the long summer Sundays when he and his cousins would get up early to collect great armfuls of branches, grasses, ferns and wildflowers and transform the severely plain interior into a conservatory. He would sit in his city clothes watching his uncles and aunts, their hair now gray, rocking quietly in a circle around the pulpit. The windows would be wide open, and so would the doors. Uncle Jenkin would be reaching a climactic moment and his audience would be in tears, something that always puzzled him: “they weep most when everything is best!” he wrote. Then they would be singing a familiar Welsh hymn with the brave words “step by step since time began we see the steady gain of man.” Wright would look out of the windows, imagining the words swelling out across The Valley, reaching over the hills into the distance. He thought of battles to come, of victory and exaltation, while the old people around him wept again, perhaps from hiraeth, or longing.

To the visitor nowadays Unity Chapel is simply a melancholic stop on the compulsory tour of buildings and places in and around this verdant, still-unspoiled valley that mark the stages in Frank Lloyd Wright’s life. As a boy he worked in and wandered over his uncles’ farms; as a man, he built Taliesin, a grand—the grandest—house in The Valley, one that overlooked all of his land and theirs. To see the chapel as a relic is, however, to miss its importance in the life of the Lloyd Joneses and, also, in Wright’s life. When he was born in 1867, his mother’s family had been in the United States just twenty-three years (they arrived in New York in December 1844), and his mother had been born in Wales. Like so many other Welsh families, the Lloyd Joneses shared a fierce attachment to yr hen wlad (the old country) and to one another. What they wanted was not so much to join forces with the New World as make another version of the one they had left—one that was better, truer, more their own. Building their chapel had a particular meaning for them all. In the bad old years when the Welsh had been persecuted for worshipping outside the established church by the hated English, to be a freethinker, a Nonconformist, came to mean not only religious freedom but also political self-assertion. Every time a Welshman managed to worship as his conscience decreed—“Truth Against the World” was the Lloyd Jones motto—he furthered his country’s cause of nationhood and independence. He had defied authority and triumphed. One might therefore make the fairly safe assumption that, in building Unity Chapel, the Lloyd Joneses were not only erecting a memorial to Richard Lloyd Jones, to their religious freedoms and to the blood links that united them, but asserting their right to be, not Americans, but Welsh.

*   *   *

Some scholars believe that Taliesin (or Taliessin), a Welsh bard of mythical stature, lived and wrote in the sixth century. This is contradicted by an equally reputable view that he lived in the Middle Ages. If one subscribes to the former view, one argues that this poet-hero was alluding to events of measureless antiquity in his celebrated verses, many of which record great battles. In any event it is agreed that Taliesin’s poems were not written down until the thirteenth century and that they are allusive and difficult. Over the centuries, his heroic or mythical status has achieved formidable proportions. To the Welsh nowadays, it is said, Taliesin appears as “a characteristic hero figure of Celtic myth, the poet-prophet who enjoys a complex relationship with a sequence of levels of existence of which the physical world that surrounds and sustains us is only one numinous manifestation.… Taliesin carries with him something of the powers of the gods and spirits of the shape-shifting Celtic pantheon.” Even his name is symbolic; it means “shining brow,” and in later years Wright would offer this as an explanation for choosing it to adorn the house he had built on the side of a hill, thereby finessing the more relevant question, i.e., whether some association was intended between himself and the poet-prophet in question. It is certainly possible to perceive, in the siting of his famous home, now a vast, gently decaying complex of buildings, a Celtic reverence for the sacredness of place. When one also considers that the first version of Taliesin—constantly rebuilt, revised and expanded, the result of the artist’s restless imagination as well as successive calamities—began in 1911, one begins to discern the qualities that set its creator apart from his contemporaries. To properly appreciate his contribution one should compare him with, for instance, John Wood the Elder and John Wood the Younger, who, in the eighteenth century, designed a harmonious succession of terraces for the gently rolling hills surrounding the English city of Bath. Like the Woods, Wright had grasped the importance of inserting his deft network of house, studio and farm buildings into the side of the hill, rather than imposing it on the landscape. He, too, sensed the effects to be gained from the contrast between a sophisticated architectural style and a gentle, pastoral setting. In common with the Woods, Wright had a vision of Arcadia, of man living in harmony with nature.

This chef d’oeuvre, this dream incarnate, this quintessential statement of the goals toward which Wright labored all his life, was designed, he later explained, after a study of those local outcroppings of rock that looked to be in such harmony with the dark red cedars and white birches surrounding them. So he engaged teams of neighboring farmers to haul loads of native stone from a quarry on a hill a mile away, and up his beloved hillside. “The stone went down for pavements of terraces and courts. Stone was sent along the slopes into great walls. Stone stepped up like ledges on to the hill and flung long arms in any direction that brought the house to the ground.…

“Finally it was not so easy to tell where pavement and walls left off, and ground began.… A clump of fine oaks that grew on the hilltop stood untouched on one side above [a] court. A great curved stone-walled seat inclosed [sic] the space just beneath them, and stone pavement stepped down to a spring or fountain that welled up into a pool at the center of the circle.

“But in the constitution of the whole—in the way the walls rose from the plan and the spaces were roofed over—was the chief interest. It was all supremely natural. The rooms went up into the roof, tentlike, and were ribbanded overhead with marking strips of waxed soft wood. The house was set so sun came through the openings into every room some time during the day. Walls opened everywhere to views as the windows swung out above the tree tops.…”

Nowadays this most innovative of dwellings has an ancient, fortresslike aspect. This seems partly due to the extraordinary size and weight of the vast roof at Taliesin, which appears to have assumed the functions usually associated with walls. It is sheltering, all-enveloping, impregnable. The impression is furthered by the flights of stone steps, worn and covered with lichen, and the low doors tucked inconspicuously into the sides of thick stone façades. The feeling that one has stumbled upon an ancient castle intensifies as one discovers that this seldom-used building is inhabited by thousands of swifts. They shoot across one’s path, soar up into the branches and spiral around the massive chimneys making a characteristic, curious chittering sound as if repelling the casual visitor. And, although Taliesin has been rebuilt repeatedly, it is now sliding into decay. The stones making up the foundation are tilting. The plaster is crumbling. The floors have shifted. The stonework is obscured by decades of dirt and lichen. Mold is eating away at the old beams. Windows no longer fit their frames. Latches are sprung, toilets do not flush, and, everywhere, the birds are nesting in the chimneys.

Taliesin may have been “supremely natural,” as its creator claimed, but it is artful. Walking through the suite of rooms that made up the private quarters of the architect and his family makes the visitor realize that it is impossible to fully appreciate his achievement except by experiencing it. One then sees the intricacy of the overall concept: the way the low entrance hall gives one a glimpse of bright spaces beyond, the way the living room ceiling soars upward, the way banks of windows reveal panoramic views over The Valley and the way interior spaces are cunningly divided into nooks and crannies that tempt one to curl up with a book or engage in an intimate conversation. And, for all its complexity, this suite of rooms has an overall coherence. There are the same uses of stone, plaster, stucco, heavy wooden dark beams, low benches, built-in shelves, cabinets, oriental carpets, gold leaf wall coverings, Japanese screens, oriental pottery, porcelain and objets d’art of all descriptions; the same soft tans, bronzes, leaf greens and the omnipresent Taliesin reds. “It is now as though the mind itself at times were some kind of recording film in endless reel, to go on perfecting and projecting pictures endlessly, seldom if ever the same,” Wright wrote. “But the scene and scheme may show itself from infinitely varying angles as the point of view changes if [the] informing principle, the impulse living in it all, stays in place.” So one sits in the living room, watching shadows move across the floor, and the stream he dammed under the windows to make a lake is vastly still. Inside the room, there is a kind of concentrated silence that makes the sound of a bird and nearby voices seem to come from a great distance. “Again, Taliesin!” he also wrote. “Three times built, twice destroyed, yet a place of great repose. When I am away from it, like some rubber band stretched out but ready to snap back immediately the pull is relaxed.… I get back to it happy to be there again.”

Although Frank Lloyd Wright had reached the advanced age of ninety-one when he died in the spring of 1959, his uncluttered spirit, zest and appetite for life seemed indomitable. Richard Carney, now managing trustee and treasurer of the Frank Lloyd Wright Memorial Foundation, said, “There was absolutely nothing to lead you to suspect he’d get ill.” Kay Rattenbury, another member of the Fellowship, recalled that, that Saturday, the group went on a picnic at Taliesin West, the architect’s estate outside Scottsdale, a suburb of Phoenix, Arizona, where he spent his winters. Wright was looking a little pale but seemed fine. That night he was ill with stomach pains. “We thought it was the flu,” Carney said. When he did not improve, Wright’s doctor decided he should go to St. Joseph’s Hospital in Phoenix for tests. There, doctors discovered, and operated to remove, an intestinal obstruction. No evidence of any malignancy was found, and Wright was recovering well. Two days after the operation, on Wednesday, April 8, doctors said that he was holding his own for a man of his age. His condition was described as “satisfactory.”

His third wife, Olgivanna, was staying at the hospital, where an impromptu bed had been made for her in a solarium. She sat beside her husband for two days as he lay in an oxygen tent, and visited him for the last time early on the morning of Thursday, April 9, at about 1 A. M. Then she went to bed. Night nurse Jessie Boganno of Glendale, Arizona, was with him at the moment of death. “He just sighed—and died,” she said.

Wesley Peters, Wright’s son-in-law, the late chairman of the board of trustees of the Frank Lloyd Wright Memorial Foundation, said, “I was in the hospital with Gene Masselink [Wright’s personal secretary] and Dr. Joseph Rorke [his private physician] when Mr. Wright died. They came in and got Dr. Rorke. He went in and tried to do some heart resuscitation—in those days they didn’t have a cardiac team—but it was no use.” Peters, Carney and another member of the Fellowship, Kenneth Burton Lockhart, immediately made plans to transport Wright back to Spring Green for burial at Unity Chapel. “I was driving the pickup truck with the coffin in the back,” Peters said. “We drove continuously, 1,800 miles, for twenty-eight hours.” The suddenness of the event stunned them. “Nobody thought he was going to die.” Another former apprentice, Elizabeth Kassler, who revisited Scottsdale after Wright’s death, explained, “No room is so empty as the one in which you are expecting someone to arrive—at any moment—and they don’t appear.”

Wright’s body was laid in a metal-clad coffin on a cloth of Cherokee-red velvet, the color he always chose. His coffin was placed in front of the great stone fireplace in Taliesin and filled with flowers; green sprigs had been placed in his hands. Then, at five o’clock on Sunday, April 12, just as the sun was setting, the old bell in Unity Chapel began to toll and kept on ringing. One of Wright’s sons by his first marriage, Robert Llewellyn Wright, a Washington attorney, helped to carry the coffin down the steps to a waiting wagon, draped in more red velvet and covered with flowers. As the cameras clicked, Peters and Masselink began the drive to the chapel a half-mile away, pulled by a handsome pair of black Percheron horses named Bird and Chat, which had been lent by a neighbor. Olgivanna, Iovanna (Wright’s seventh and last child) and other relatives and close friends followed on foot.

Rev. Max D. Gaebler of Madison’s Unitarian Church, where Wright was a member, read the familiar Psalm 121, “I will lift up mine eyes unto the hills …,” and then an extract from “Self-Reliance” by Ralph Waldo Emerson: “Whoso would be a man must be a nonconformist.… Nothing is at last sacred but the integrity of your own mind.” As the coffin was lowered, Mrs. Wright sobbed and made the sign of the cross. The minister read two final selections from the Book of Job, ending with, “Thou shalt come to thy grave in a full age, like as a shock of corn cometh in his season.”

As soon as the news of Wright’s death was announced, it was stated that the grave in which his body was to be placed would be a temporary one. Apprentices of the Taliesin Fellowship, those who had worked beside him, set up on end a large stone found in the quarry behind Taliesin, to mark the burial spot. A semicircle of the flowers Wright favored—daisies, the common tiger lilies of southern Wisconsin, peonies and the like—had been planted, but this was all by the way.

His apprentices knew that the architect had been working for the past year and a half on a new chapel that would adjoin Unity Chapel, to serve as his memorial and final resting place. Design work on the building was almost complete in the fall of 1958, and color drawings were made. Wright was putting the finishing touches on his “Unity Temple,” as he called it, as recently as two weeks before his death on April 9. Howe said, “He was so pleased with his design for a Christian Science Church in Bolinas, California [never built], that he wanted something like it for himself.” His own was to have been high and square, each wall measuring thirty feet in length. He had designed stone piers interspersed by strips of glass for the walls, and a central skylight. The interior was without decoration, save for a stone fireplace. A row of stone sarcophagi, flush with the ground and facing south, would line one wall. The temple would serve for contemplation and meditation and would house not only his mortal remains but also those of his wife Olgivanna, their daughter, Iovanna, and members of the Taliesin Fellowship.

Preliminary work had already begun. The footing was squared out, and blocks of stone to be used for the new chapel were hauled in from the Rock Springs Quarry, some twelve miles distant, and set up, ready for work, in neat piles. It is claimed that one can still see the outline on the ground marking the spot that Wright had chosen. “The stone was all piled there but Mr. Wright didn’t feel any urgency to get started,” Howe recalled. “It was just there for the stonemasons to deal with on their off-hours. He probably thought he was going to live forever.” There could have been a further reason for Wright’s uncharacteristic reluctance to begin a new project. Perhaps anticipating family opposition, he had not let it be known that he planned to tear down the first Unity Chapel, by then seldom used and deteriorating. Arguments about its historical importance in his architectural oeuvre would not have swayed him. Howe said, “He never liked his early buildings, and he couldn’t wait to get them down. He never looked back. He always used to say, ‘If you take care of the present, the past and future will take care of themselves.’ ”

Robert Graves, who was landscape architect at Taliesin during the last four years of Wright’s life, whose land in The Valley now adjoins the Taliesin estate, and who owns the farm that once belonged to Wright’s favorite uncle, James, recalled that Wright asked him to oversee the planting of an allée of trees to complement the new building. The plantings were designed so as to link visually the Taliesin estate, on one side of Route 23, the main road running through The Valley, and Unity Chapel opposite, on a side road.

“I got a price on 150 twelve- to fourteen-foot evergreens and informed him—he was in Arizona at the time—that I needed the money in advance. He sent me back a terse note, ‘I am not accustomed to buying a pig in a poke,’ but he did send a check. I got all the material ready, and when he returned, we spent three days in his car staking and planting a whole row of trees and shrubs along Route 23 to link the two properties. As it happens, the configuration of the road has been changed since, and what we did is no longer so obvious. But it was clear to me that Mr. Wright had given much thought to exactly how he intended to be buried. I remember that, when we had finished the planting, Mr. Wright turned to me and said, ‘Taliesin is now finished,’ and I was overwhelmed. It seemed a terrible thing for him to say.”

Almost the first announcement from Wright’s bereaved followers was that they intended to carry on his work. Among their first acts would be the fireproofing of a vault to house his precious drawings. The second would be to build the memorial chapel he had designed, and to move his remains there. Work, however, did not start, and those who lived in Spring Green began to realize that the Fellowship had shifted its emphasis from Wisconsin to Arizona. Robert Graves said, “Mrs. Wright set up a skeleton staff of two or three people, but for a couple of years after Mr. Wright’s death we did not see her or the Fellowship.” Others said that this was because Mrs. Wright felt far happier at Taliesin West, where she and her husband had spent their winters for decades, than she ever had in Wisconsin. So no one brought up the subject of the chapel, “because Mrs. Wright seemed quite content with the present grave,” Howe explained. “A little bench was placed beside it where she could go to be contemplative, but she seldom went there.”

Then, on March 1, 1985, Olgivanna Wright died in Scottsdale. Although she had been in poor health for the past year and a half, her death, like that of her husband, took everyone by surprise. The only person with her was Wright’s former physician, Dr. Rorke. He called a meeting of the Fellowship to tell them that Mrs. Wright’s dying wish was that she, her late husband and her daughter by her first marriage, the late Mrs. Wesley Peters, should all be cremated and removed to Scottsdale. The plan was to build a garden dedicated to all three and immure their ashes there. The wish was not stated in her will and appeared, to some members of the Fellowship, to have been a last-minute whim, and an ill-considered one at that. However, according to a former member, “The group had been totally emasculated over the years, and anything coming from Mrs. Wright had the aura of Holy Writ.” In other words, save for the idea of exhuming and cremating Svetlana Peters, which was quietly dropped, there was no question in anyone’s mind that Mrs. Wright’s last wish would be honored. The only problem was exactly how this was to be accomplished. Anticipating some opposition, members of the Fellowship moved secretly and with dispatch. Wright’s body was exhumed and cremated in Madison before John Hunter, associate editor of the local paper, the Madison Capital Times, learned about it. “A coroner’s authority was required,” he said, “and the man had been pledged to secrecy, but he did confirm that this was true.” Hunter published the article, and there was an outcry.

“Oh, yes, that damn business,” said Elizabeth Wright Ingraham, daughter of Wright’s son John, an architect in her own right, and chairman of Unity Chapel, Inc., a family corporation established to restore the chapel and tend the burial grounds. She explained that her organization had had little power to refuse, since the necessary legal papers had been signed by Iovanna, Wright’s only child by his third wife, Olgivanna, but Ingraham thought the chapel custodian appointed for the cemetery should have been notified. “I tried to sit on the fence, but I thought it was a gross miscalculation. One can say, ‘Who cares where the body is?’ but the actual act of taking a body out of a coffin is ghoulish. I asked the mortician, ‘I suppose he’s just bones, after twenty-six years?’ and he said, ‘Oh, no, he’s marvelously intact.’ I couldn’t hear any more.

“I truly believe Olgivanna felt my grandfather was actually down there, and Iovanna certainly did. She told me, ‘Daddy gets cold up there in Wisconsin.’ And you know, when Olgivanna told you to do something, you did it.”

Jack Howe, by then practicing architecture in Burnsville, Minnesota, was horrified, calling the exhumation an act of vandalism. He said, “The sneaky way it was done was particularly bad. They left the cemetery a mess, did not resod or level the ground, just threw some soil in the grave and replaced the stone marker. I was very angry when I saw it.… I think moving the body was inexcusable, even if Olgivanna did request it.”

“My husband thought it was a desecration,” said Betty Wright, wife of the late Robert Llewellyn Wright, the son who had helped carry his father’s body to his grave. “After he was quoted in the newspapers, he had a telegram from Iovanna, who wrote, ‘The heritage of Taliesin is not for the likes of you.’ ” This was a particularly low blow because everyone knew that Robert Llewellyn, along with Wright’s other children by his first wife, had been disinherited years before, when Wright had established a nonprofit foundation, leaving all his worldly goods to those who would carry on his work. His will read, in part, “Having otherwise disposed of all my worldly goods I give and bequeath my love unto each of my beloved children … as a token of my affection for them.”

The person most upset, however, was Wright’s son David. He called the act “grave robbing.” Mrs. Wright had wanted her husband’s ashes beside her own for purely selfish reasons. “She’d be nobody without him,” he said. Gladys Wright added that, when she went to Mrs. Wright’s funeral, “No one approached me and told me they were going to do this.”

To those less immediately involved, there was a symbolic significance in the removal of Wright’s remains that transcended sentimental considerations. Such an act, wrote Karl E. Meyer, a native of Wisconsin, was the equivalent of “uprooting Jefferson from Monticello for reburial in Beverly Hills.” No one could seriously argue that Wright really belonged in Arizona, given his origins, given all that he had written about The Valley, given the love and care he had lavished on Taliesin year after year, given the fact that he had rebuilt it and had always returned, and given that he had written, “I still feel myself as much a part of it as the trees and birds … and the red barns.” To remove Wright from his Wisconsin roots impoverished them all. Other natives of the state agreed. At the end of April the Wisconsin house approved a resolution protesting the body’s removal and asking for the return of his ashes; the senate concurred two weeks later. The state representative for the district that includes The Valley explained, in a letter to Peters, “Much more than ashes have been taken from Wisconsin—the citizens of the state have lost one evidence of our history, spirit and genius.”

Wesley Peters was astonished and upset by the strength of the opposition. “Nobody here thought there would be such a violent feeling about it,” he said. “But I don’t think Mr. Wright would have felt otherwise about it. If it was what Mrs. Wright wished, I think he would have wanted it done.” Richard Carney added, “Mrs. Wright didn’t actually specify this in her will, but she had been talking about it for several years. We should have done it sooner. She was always saying, ‘When we go to Wisconsin, I am going to see about it.’ There was always the desire to establish a burial ground at Taliesin West. Legally it is very complex, but you can have ashes there.” To him, it was a simple matter: “If Mrs. Wright said that is the burying ground, we have to come here.” Peters, who had driven day and night to get his beloved master back to Wisconsin, and then moved with alacrity to return him to Arizona, had the air of a man torn by conflicting loyalties who was being roundly condemned for trying to do what was expected of him. When he was asked why he had moved Wright in the first place, he looked at a loss for explanations. He said, “We didn’t think of anything else at the time.”

When Wright’s ashes were transported to Arizona it was announced that they would be moved to their final resting place within six months. A wall was to be built surrounding the memorial garden, and the remains of both Wrights would be immured within it. This was not done for several years. Richard Carney said that the original plans had been “too elaborate,” and had been redrawn. In the interim, the ashes of both Wrights were “in storage,” and there was speculation in some quarters that Wright’s remains might be quietly transferred back to Wisconsin. Others thought this most unlikely. During this period, all that could be said for certain was that his mortal remains were in limbo, as a result, it would seem, of the conflicting loyalties, resentments and antagonisms that had followed him and made him, some thirty years after his death, still a subject of controversy. One wanted to agree with another granddaughter, the late Anne Baxter, the actress, that “…  he may be laughing for all we know, because his spirit is much bigger than his bones.” As for the chapel he wanted as a memorial to himself, more than three decades later most people seemed to have brushed the fact aside. If there were a particular significance to the curious coincidence that Wright’s architectural career began, and ended, with the same preoccupation—a chapel for the identical plot of ground in The Valley—it went unrecorded.


2
The Black Spot

Fate has opened

A single port: memory.

“The Wanderer”

Poems from the Old English

Rev. Jenkin Lloyd Jones, “Our Jenkin,” never forgot Black Week. That mesmerizing preacher loved to reminisce about his Lincolnesque childhood in a log cabin, some time after his parents, Richard and Mallie Lloyd Jones, had emigrated to the new country. Such was the power of his personality that however clichéd and repetitive his reminiscences—and it must be admitted that the famous preacher tended to become tiresome about his childhood as he grew older—his ability to rivet his listeners’ attention never palled. Perhaps the message he had to give was embellished by that special form of delivery, known as hwyl, that is unique to Welsh preachers. This chanting style of preaching involves an ability to deliver certain passages of particular poignancy almost as if they were being sung. The successful practitioner of hwyl would begin in a minor key, mounting by calculated effects to a triumphant climax in a major chord, one beautifully calculated to inspire his listeners with a passionate, not to say fervently religious, response. One would not be surprised to find Rev. Jenkin Lloyd Jones a master of this difficult and delicate technique; he certainly was aware that no story is more powerful than the one about the little boy who begins life in a log cabin. And so he remembered: pulling a cow out of the marsh, clearing the forests with oxen, “working on the road” with a gang of boys and men, the picnics, the deep snows and Black Week.

One day gentlemen in black coats assembled in the Wisconsin Welsh community in which he and his family were then living. These men, farmers from the surrounding hills, met each day at the primitive chapel the community had built over the hill, appearing for meals at the Lloyd Jones log-house, as Jenkin called it, the largest home thereabouts. That such generous hospitality was being offered to these anonymous, somewhat sinister figures, made a great impression on Jenkin once he understood the reason for their visits. They were about to condemn his parents of heresy.

In order to properly appreciate the predictability of this charge, made against two perfectly moral and upright people, a digression is necessary. The reasons involve an understanding of the traditions the parents had inherited through their own forebears, beliefs sustained in the context of a past in which radical religious thought, political rebellion, emerging nationalism and the rediscovery of an ancient culture were intricately intertwined. As far back as one cares to look in the family background of Richard and Mallie, one finds educators and preachers, literate men and women prepared to challenge authority of any kind, and particularly the established church. They must have been Dissenters—Nonconformists—from the earliest days. As Jan Morris points out in The Matter of Wales, although Protestantism was established there by the eighteenth century, Methodism would transform it.

“The growth of Nonconformism …, its tentative and daring beginnings, its phenomenal spread, its tremendous eruption of faith, hope and sacrifice, left an effect upon the country like the passing of a hurricane.… The Methodist Revival, Y Diwygiad, hurled everything topsy-turvy, demolishing the social structure, transforming the culture, shifting the self-image and the reputation of the people, and eventually giving rise to a great convulsion of power that was truly a revolution.” Hard on the heels of the Methodists came representatives of other Protestant denominations just as committed to freedom of thought and as prepared to be attacked by mobs, ducked in ponds and forbidden to assemble.

“So severe were the punishments meted out to those who gathered together to worship outside the Church that they met secretly … in dingles in the hills, in barns, or in the homes of sympathisers who were prepared to take the risk of sheltering them,” wrote Anthony Jones in a history of the early Welsh chapels. One finds in the story of the Lloyd Joneses a consistent, stubborn insistence on their renegade opinions and a melancholic pride in being persecuted for them. As far back as 1696 one can find in their family a personage like Thomas David Rees, a farmer of some means, who was prepared to be disowned by his Church as long as he could worship according to his conscience. He founded the first Baptist congregation in Cardiganshire on a farm he owned in the parish of Llandysul, the very same parish from which the Lloyd Jones family would emigrate a century and a half later. His grandson, Jenkin Jones (c. 1700–1742), was even more radical and newfangled in his beliefs, since he was an Arminian. That is to say, he was a follower of Jacobus Arminius (1560–1609), a Dutch theologian who partially denied the divinity of Christ. Jenkin Jones, already a Nonconformist, had joined a group of even more liberal thinkers who were questioning the divinity of Christ and the Calvinists’ belief in predestination, and were placing their emphasis upon the importance of free will and human intervention. Some, called Socinians after Fausto Sozzini (1539—1604), even argued that the Holy Trinity was a fallacious concept. There was no Father, Son and Holy Ghost, but simply One God, and Christianity was one of many paths toward enlightenment. That such beliefs had been advanced since the sixteenth century did not seem to help much. Other Welsh Nonconformists—Calvinistic Methodists, Baptists and Congregationalists—considered Arminians like Jenkin Jones to be dangerous when not positively heretical. Jones was barred from entering the pulpit of his own Independent church at Pantycreuddyn, and obliged to build a chapel on land he owned near Llwynrhydowen, four miles from Llandysul. There, he began to preach his “peculiar sentiments” with such fire that he terrified his listeners. Some thought these were the kind of beliefs one might expect of thieves and ruffians, since he dared to preach that everyone might enter heaven. Still others denounced his doctrine as a kind of poison that, if not immediately stamped out, would corrupt the country.

One discovers that the forefathers of Frank Lloyd Wright were tenacious fighters, with a way of surmounting seemingly impossible odds. While still in his twenties, Rev. Jenkin Jones managed to convert enough parishioners to earn the distinction of having established the first Arminian congregation in Wales. He built a second chapel at Llwynrhydowen and, before he died at a relatively early age, had the satisfaction of seeing a third Arminian church established in a nearby village, and of knowing that he had influenced several other ministers to follow his precepts. His nephew, David Lloyd, who succeeded him, was so successful at expanding the congregation that the chapel would no longer hold all the eager listeners. He was obliged to preach in the open air, sometimes to audiences of three thousand.

That tiny Arminian, later Unitarian, congregation, founded a few miles from the village of Llandysul early in the eighteenth century, is the proper starting point from which to consider the emigration of Richard and Mallie Lloyd Jones a century and a half later. A tradition had been established, and the family heritage inextricably linked, with men who fought for their right to think as they chose, no matter how heretical their notions, a trait that was to have some significance in the life of Frank Lloyd Wright. No one ever accused the Lloyd Joneses of deserting their principles. Viewed from the perspective of their own history and the imperatives of their age, they were even admirably conformist. Inside their corner of old Cardiganshire, now West Dyfed, everyone felt as they did. Rev. Jenkin Jones had so successfully convinced his congregations of the rightness of his doctrines that their area became, forever afterward, synonymous with a certain kind of Unitarian intractability. When a Calvinistic Methodist, Rev. Daniel Rowland, living a few miles to the north of Llandysul, attempted to convert these Unitarian congregations later in the eighteenth century, his words were in vain. Rev. Aubrey J. Martin, now retired as minister of the congregation that Jones had founded, explained, “The Methodists called our district the Black Spot of Socinianism because of their failure to convert us. To call someone a Socinian still has a sting to it.” Within the walls of their faith, the Unitarians of Cardiganshire were united, clan-minded, tenaciously believing. Such unity had a defensive aspect: such absolute conviction of rightness was a psychological necessity since beyond their borders they were ostracized. To other Nonconformists they were a blight on the movement, an ineradicable stain. They were called “people without hope” and “utterly damned.”

From the careful description Jenkin Lloyd Jones gives of Black Week, one concludes that Richard and Mallie were as much outcasts in Wisconsin as they had been in Cardiganshire. However, the point is also made that they had been invited to join the church from which they were now being expelled. In the early days, when settlements were tiny and to be Welsh, with the same language and background, mattered most, new immigrants usually agreed to disagree and worship together in what were called “union churches.” An authority on the life of Jenkin Lloyd Jones, Prof. Thomas E. Graham, observed, “It didn’t seem to matter to them if a church were more ‘orthodox’ than they were. They attended whatever was at hand, and associated with any Christians who did not reject them.” However, Richard had insisted that he and his wife be allowed to retain the “precious faith which was the dearest thing they had carried with them over the seas,” Jenkin wrote, “the heretical faith of the Socinians.”
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Capel Bryn Bach, where Frank Lloyd Wright’s uncle Jenkin Jones preached the first Unitarian sermon in 1726 (picture credit 2.1)
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Llwynrhydowen chapel, now derelict (picture credit 2.2)

No doubt as the church grew, doctrinal differences began to assert themselves and members argued about such issues as baptism, the organization of the church and a host of other divisive issues. Most Nonconformists—Calvinistic Methodists, Baptists and Congregationalists—accepted the fundamental tenets of Calvinism rather than those of Arminianism and Socinianism. This made being a Unitarian as lonely a business in Wisconsin as it had been in Wales. The visiting men in black coats discovered a “canker of heresy” at the heart of the backwoods church, where Richard Lloyd Jones, it was charged, was “leading the young astray” at Bible class and Sunday school.

Mallie Lloyd Jones was all for withdrawing from the church, to spare everyone the embarrassment of her family’s being thrown out; hers was “a nature keenly susceptible to spiritual suffering,” her son explained. His father defended himself so successfully that the men in black coats were at a loss. Unable to prove their point, they then brought charges against the minister who had invited the Lloyd Joneses to become members. At that critical stage, Richard Lloyd Jones voluntarily left the church rather than have the minister be made the scapegoat. The Lloyd Joneses as a clan had the good fortune to live in interesting times, at a moment when demands for religious freedom and political reforms became almost synonymous. One sees the Lloyd Joneses and their distinguished forebears as uncommonly representative of an ancient people who had been defeated but never conquered, who had lived for centuries with their backs to the sea.

The very name of Wales is not Welsh, and for a reason. The Welsh call themselves Cymry (companions, comrades), their land Cymru and their language Cymraeg. The words Welsh and Wales were coined by the Teutonic invaders who fought to take over Britain in the centuries after the Roman withdrawal; the derivation is from Walas (strangers).

The Celts, by then well entrenched, had been strangers themselves centuries before. They, too, had migrated to the British Isles. One group is believed to have come from northern Europe, supposedly accounting for the tall, large-limbed Welshmen one finds in north Wales. As for the small, dark, stocky Welsh of the south, these are believed to be descended from a second wave of immigrants originating in the Iberian Peninsula. Each had colonized Britain by the third and fourth centuries before Christ, and all over Britain the language that was spoken now survives only in fragments: as Breton, as Scottish and Irish Gaelic and as modern Welsh, a language of poetry, legend and myth. The new invaders, the Romans, arriving in about A. D. 50, gradually pushed the Celts back to the farthest corners of Britain: to Cornwall in the southwestern tip, to the Highlands of Scotland, and to the mountainous peninsula of modern Wales, bordered on all sides by the Irish Sea. Finally the Welsh, too, were overrun.

Celtic society was structured around family relationships, and even distant ones were identified and cultivated. Women in those early days enjoyed more rights and privileges than did their Roman counterparts, and a child belonged to his mother’s side of the family rather than to his father’s. This bond was strengthened by the practice of sending a youngster to live with his mother’s family for a considerable period. The Celts were imaginative and lavish hosts and great givers of presents as well, although their code was so precise and elaborate one wonders whether it were motivated as much by social one upmanship as kindness of heart. Clans were grouped into tribes and surprisingly well governed. The ancient legal code of Wales, derived from Celtic law, was remarkably advanced and equable for its time. Marriage was regarded as an agreement rather than a sacrament, and could be ended by mutual consent. Illegitimate children’s rights were as well protected as those of lawful ones. In civil matters, the provisions of a contract had more weight than legislation, and criminal laws were aimed at monetary compensation and “reconciliation rather than revenge: the intention was to re-establish social harmony, and the more terrible penalties of English law, the torturings, the gibbetings, the disembowelments, were unknown in independent Wales—even public whippings entered the country only with the Tudors.”

The heritage of Celtic art, poetry and literature is legendary. Welsh folk stories and poems in particular appear to have survived the centuries with their Celtic roots still recognizable even though they were not committed to paper until medieval times. “Another detectably Celtic trait is a certain sense of the dream of things, a conviction that some other state of being exists, invisible but sensible, outside our own windows. To patriots of mystic tendency this is the truest manifestation of the Welsh identity: … it can be traced soberly enough to the animism of Celtic thought, which found the divine in every leaf and tree, which knew the spirits of the running streams, and believed the next world, like the last, to be with us all the time.”

In Gaul, the Druids supposedly believed the oak tree to have mystical powers and ate acorns and mistletoe to improve their powers of divination. In Ireland, the walnut and rowan trees were sacred. In Wales, the talisman was the apple tree, and a Welshman’s favorite meal used to be pork with applesauce. Celts were notorious for their alcoholic intake, which supposedly accounted for their mercurial temperaments. In fact the tendency to fly off the handle at a moment’s notice was considered a particular characteristic of the Celts. Today, observers believe they see “the same volatile mixture of flamboyance, wild courage and easy discouragement that the Roman writers reported among the Gallic tribes. The love of music, poetry and provocative conversation, are still readily apparent among the Welsh … and from their day until our own the learned man and the artist have been honoured in Welsh society as among few other peoples of the West.”

In 1282, the Norman king of England overthrew the last and most powerful of the Welsh ruling families. Welsh self-government, the right to their own enlightened legal code, was extinguished, and with it a distinctive way of life. If this was the dominant mood, there were also some stubborn minor themes. The Welsh might be in political limbo, but they still had a language worth preserving and a rich cultural heritage; they had wonderful poets and authors, and they were still distinctively Welsh, despite the contaminating effects of English manners, mores and laws. To cherish their culture was the one thing they could still be proud of; it was “a type of cultural nationalism.…”

David Lloyd, the preacher who had attracted crowds of thousands to hear his sermons at Llandysul, was Richard Lloyd Jones’s grandfather. It would seem that he was descended from a distinguished family, the Lloyds of Castell-hywel. One family memoir notes that, in the old days, the Lloyds had “enjoyed the title and privileges of nobility, but … for want of due reservation in the Articles of Union between Wales and England, lost their hereditary rank.…” If it had not been for the English rulers, in other words, the Lloyds would still be somebody. As it was, their name retained great cachet, and sometime after David Lloyd’s daughter Margaret married John Enoch Jones, a young man of lesser status, the unhyphenated Lloyd Jones family name begins to appear. Their son Richard, a black-haired, handsome, vigorous-looking man of six-feet-two, may not have composed poems in Greek as his grandfather did, but he was a fine lay preacher, made hats part-time and was a tenant farmer on twenty-three acres in the parish of Llanwenog, with a yoke of oxen, some dairy cattle and a herd of sheep. There he and his wife, Mallie, began raising a brood of what would become eleven children (four more would be born in the United States): Thomas, born in 1830; John, 1832; Margaret, 1835; Mary, 1836,* Hannah (later, Anna), 1838,* Nanny, 1840; and Jenkin, 1843.
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The children of Richard and Mallie Lloyd Jones, 1882. Back row, from left: Enos, Jennie, Jenkin, Mary and John. Front row, from left: James, Nell, Anna, Margaret and Thomas (picture credit 2.3)
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The stone cottage of Blaenralltddu, in which the first five children of Richard and Mallie Lloyd Jones were born. Near the right-hand corner of the building is a plaque commemorating the birthplace of Jenkin Lloyd Jones. (picture credit 2.4)
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An early Lloyd Jones farmhouse in The Valley near Spring Green, Wisconsin (picture credit 2.5)
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St. Tysul’s, the parish church at Llandysul (picture credit 2.6)

Blaenralltddu, the old house (two bedrooms and a loft) in which Richard and Mallie Lloyd Jones lived, stands at the end of a dirt track off the road just outside Llandysul, now graced with a plaque identifying it as the birthplace of the famous Jenkin Lloyd Jones. Its nearest town, with a single climbing main street, is unremarkable except for a lovely old church with a Norman tower and painted arches dating from the reign of Henry III. In the wall of the choir vestry is an inscribed stone bearing a Latin memorial to Velloria, daughter of the old chieftain Brohomalgus; here, Richard’s grandfather, Jenkin Jones, founder of the first Arminian congregation in Wales, is buried. But the area is full of churches and chapels with Lloyd Jones associations, many of them in partial ruins and with cousins and more distant relatives by the dozens buried in graveyards all around, at Pantydefaid and Llwynrhydowen. And Llandysul is one of the main centers of the Welsh wool industry, strategically situated on the banks of the Teifi where, in the old days, the river’s boisterous waters drove the old waterwheels and where the mills still produce tweeds, flannels and some famous tapestries. Lampeter, a few miles east, is a charming small town, eerily quiet on Sunday mornings, where a retired minister out walking his dog might stop and chat with a stranger as if they had known each other for years. Then there is Pumpsaint and its pretty cottages, often built of flinty stone, the woodwork painted in primary reds and yellows, or stuccoed and washed in palest creams and yellows. The countryside around is steeply sloped, with patches of woodland threaded with clear streams and dotted here and there with small, whitewashed cottages, its scale intimate. It has the air of having been inhabited by meticulously neat, proud and possessive farmers for centuries. Life in this region, on what are called “hill-land” farms, may seem idyllic and unspoiled, but it has never been easy. The soil is thin, more suitable for raising sheep and dairy cattle than for growing crops, requiring backbreaking work and long hours for meager results. In that inhospitable countryside, whole communities might depend on supplementing their earnings by whatever could be gained from the use of common lands—peat for their fireplaces, perhaps, or extra grazing for their cattle. Unfortunately, English law allowed landowners to add to their acreage by making a claim on common land. Permission was as good as automatic, and between 1760 and 1820, over two thousand individual Enclosure Acts were passed, affecting land all over the British Isles. Small farmers and “squatters”—families who had built makeshift cottages on this so-called derelict land—found themselves evicted without ceremony, and a vast increase in rural poverty was the result.

They hang the man and flog the woman

That steals the goose from off the common

But leave the greater criminal loose

That steals the common from the goose.

A ruling class of thirty to forty families effectively monopolized the Welsh parliamentary seats in the House of Commons and the local patronage that went with them; the lesser gentry filled the benches. These magistrates were often in the position of judging cases in which their own interests were involved. In any event, they were drawn from the privileged classes, making biased verdicts commonplace. Adding to the general sense of alienation was the fact that trials were conducted in English. It all lent fuel to the belief that, as Oliver Goldsmith observed, “laws grind the poor and the rich men grind the law.” There were many other grievances: tithes, extortionate rents, evictions, the general hostility of landlords, gamekeepers and officialdom, the unfairness of life—and the high price of bread. People were ready to strike out blindly, and found an easy target.

Before the advent of canals and railways, roads in remote areas were little more than horse trails. Much of the economic backwardness and isolation of Wales was attributed to the difficulty of getting in or out, and once travelers began to use carts and coaches rather than packhorses, the need for better roads became urgent. The custom grew up of making landowners responsible for building and maintaining roads through their properties and of allowing them to charge fees, i.e., tolls. This rough-and-ready system worked reasonably well for centuries, but by the 1830s there were many abuses. A traveler might have to pay three or four tolls in the course of a single journey. Market towns were often bristling with tollgates. Small farmers were particularly penalized, since they made constant trips to haul limestone, their only fertilizer, back and forth along the roads to their fields, in a period when harvests were poor. Individual payments were modest, but, collectively, they added their mite to the burden the small farmer carried: “The tolls … were an everyday, inescapable metaphor for the condition of their lives.”

In some parts of rural Wales there was a custom, on certain nights of the year, of lighting bonfires and organizing torchlight processions led by men dressed as women. This arcane tradition may have been the inspiration for what has been called “the strangest series of riots that has occurred in our time.” Beginning in the summer of 1839 and reaching a peak some four years later, in 1843, bands of horsemen roamed the countryside after dark dressed in skirts and shawls, their faces blackened. They called themselves the Maids of Rebecca—no one really knows why—and their targets were the hated tollgates. In a surprise attack they would set the thatched roofs alight and then attack the keeper when he or she came running out. The raid was usually over in seconds. By the time an alarm was out, the raiders had vanished into the hills. They were disciplined, they acted with stealth and suddenness, and they were desperate.

There were tollgates all over Wales, but the area in which these protests took place, in Cardigan and Carmarthen, is by an odd coincidence the part of Wales in which Richard and Mallie Lloyd Jones lived, the Black Spot of Unitarianism. The fact that the Lloyd Jones family left during the Rebecca Riots has not been remarked upon in family histories, but there is a close connection between the two dates. The riots began in earnest in March 1843, and the Lloyd Joneses decided to emigrate six months later, in September of that year. It may be just a coincidence, but the Lloyd Joneses could hardly have been unaware that terrorists had the countryside in an uproar, because raids were happening all around them. One of the first gates to be attacked was in the parish of Conwil Elfed on the road to Llandysul from Carmarthen in the south. Another attack took place in the same area two months later, and then a tollgate in Llandysul itself was destroyed. Shortly after that, in June 1843, after another gate, this one four miles outside the village of Llandysul, had been burned down, a mob of two to three thousand rioters was there to celebrate. Several hundred of them marched on Llandysul, their target the gate that had been pulled down and just restored. The rioters seized the four special constables guarding the gate and forced the men to help them tear it down again. By the middle of June, hardly a gate anywhere around Llandysul was left standing.

It is clear that no able-bodied man in Llandysul—a small village of perhaps a thousand souls—could have remained unaware or uninvolved. From the very beginning the rioters had depended upon door-to-door collections, and no family dared refuse. It was more than a local farmer’s life was worth to be absent from their secret meetings. All this was happening at a time when a Welshman might be sentenced to death for rioting over the high price of food. The fact that Llandysul, situated on the border between Cardiganshire and Carmarthenshire, was even more a center of protest than Conwil Elfed, where the riots began, makes it likely that Richard Lloyd Jones was probably an active rioter himself. Over a century later, his hatred of the immensely wealthy squire Charles Lloyd, from whom he rented his land, was still common knowledge—that gentleman having driven roughshod over his fields and crops whenever he felt like it—so he would have needed little urging. And if he were looking for a biblical precedent, he might have received it from one of the local leaders of the riots, Thomas Emlyn Thomas, a Unitarian minister from the nearby village of Cribyn; it was known that dissenting ministers commonly “provided their hearers with scriptural justification for their action, even if they did not actually incite them to violence.”

From the start the Maids of Rebecca had much more than the high cost of tolls on their minds; they were rebelling against the whole structure of society. In their pointed use of that despised language, Welsh, and in their emphasis on Welsh manners and mores, they were demonstrating their common cause with the rise of nationalism, which had become a major movement, in admiration of the French and American revolutions. Welsh societies in London, the Gwyneddigion, provided the intellectual basis for a revival of interest in ancient Welsh manuscripts, in history, language, literature and the law. One man in particular, a marvelously flamboyant figure named Iolo Morgannwg, is responsible for having revived the idea of the ancient (perhaps tenth century) national festival of the Eisteddfod. Morgannwg’s revived version, a contest of music and poetry, began in 1850. He then invented a Gorsedd, or Order of Bards of the Island of Britain, in imitation of the bardic assemblies of former days. “With revolution coming hard on the heels of revolution, and a Tom Paine in every parish asserting that men could start the world all over again, they were swept by the multiple millenarianisms of the age of revolution.…”

The Rebecca Riots, and the upheaval they caused, were probably the main reason why Richard and Mallie left. They were fleeing from something, but also toward a dream that had bewitched the Welsh for half a century: that of a national home for the Welsh people on the American frontier. Since the Middle Ages a legend had circulated that a medieval Welsh prince, Madoc ab Owain Gwynedd, had sailed across the Atlantic in about A.D. 1170 and somehow landed in America. His descendants were now Welsh-speaking American Indians, whom some explorers claimed to have met.

The idea caused a sensation. Missionaries proclaimed their eagerness to find and convert the lost brothers. One Welsh explorer, John Evans, went looking for them (incidentally providing his future president, Thomas Jefferson, another American of Welsh descent, with the most accurate map then extant of the upper Missouri River Valley), and Welshmen at home, like William Jones (b. 1729), became authorities on the Land of Freedom. Jones, a self-taught, accomplished poet and musician, skilled antiquarian, amateur astronomer and physicist, brought the powers of his formidable personality to bear on organizing stock companies to promote emigration. The history of the Welsh-speaking people, he concluded, was one long struggle against English oppression. Their only hope “lay in the New World alongside the Lost Brothers.”

No one ever found the Madoc Indians of course, but this hardly mattered since the romantic possibility “reinforced a sense of identity, added something to the flavor of an Israel to be created in the wilderness. The Madoc myth ran as an insistent descant to the Welsh diaspora of the 1780s; John Evans was slogging his way up the Missouri in quest of the Madoc Indians even as projectors were scouring the American frontier for the site of a Gwladfa or National Home;… They were building a Kingdom of Wales, as many a Welsh applicant for American citizenship told the clerks in Philadelphia.” They also had a very clear idea of just what that new kingdom would be: exactly like the old one, but better and fairer. The free farmer, a minister wrote, would live on his own property, “and on his hearth the song of the harp and the company of the Welsh language.… There shall be there a chapel and school and a meeting house, and the old tongue as the means of worship and business, learning and government.”

In the autumn of 1843 Mallie was pregnant again, which would have explained why the Lloyd Joneses waited a year before taking their momentous step. When the new baby arrived in the middle of November, it was named Jenkin, in honor of Richard’s younger brother, who was already in the New World. His sister Rachel, her husband, Rees Beynon, and children and his sister Nell, with ten children, were all settled near one another in Wisconsin. Jenkin, a bachelor, had set sail a year before and, like his sisters before him, journeyed from one Welsh settlement to the next as he worked his way west in search of employment. He had visited Welsh communities in Utica and Steuben, New York, seen the slate quarries and coal mines of Pennsylvania where other Welshmen, with their special expertise, were in demand, traveling ever farther west across the Great Lakes to Galena and Mineral Point, that center of lead mining twenty miles or so to the south of the Lloyd Joneses’ eventual home, The Valley. Jenkin’s journey was typical of that made by other Welshmen, who had been warned not to remain in the East, where land was expensive and not so productive. There was plenty of good land to be had at fair prices in Illinois, Iowa and Wisconsin, and early Welsh settlers to Wisconsin were ecstatic about the quality of soil and gave glowing reports on their crop yields. Jenkin had passed through some wonderful wooded countryside on his way toward Mineral Point, and although clearing would be hard work, he thought it would be worth the effort. He urged them to join him.

Getting there, however, would be a nightmare. In the 1840s, most Welsh families emigrated from the port of Liverpool on sailing vessels, the new steam-powered and iron ships being considered useful only for river and coastal traffic. Richard and Mallie actually left for the New World from the back of their house. A long dirt track led over the hills for ten miles to the town of New Quay. They went in two hay wains, with the help of two cousins, sailing from that Welsh coastal town up the coast to Liverpool, and from there across the Atlantic. The length of the trip varied tremendously—from twenty days to six weeks—and although food was provided, travelers were advised to bring their own. Some endured terrifying crossings. Rev. John Jenkins, who preached in Wisconsin in the 1850s, spent three months on his crossing in 1841: “We had very stormy weather, and we were blown out of the Bay of Biscay and the Azore Islands; yes, we were nearly taken to Bermuda, and then back until we were in sight of New London. For eight days we were living on one biscuit a day along with a little water. Seven were buried at sea, and one may well imagine that we had a pretty bad look to us by the time we got to New York.”

The Lloyd Joneses, crossing in the autumn of 1844, were almost as unlucky. The ship was small and uncomfortable and ran into heavy gales. The mainmast was carried away and the boat was forced to return to Liverpool, where they lived on board for two weeks while the necessary repairs were made. On the second voyage out, the boat took another battering. The sails were in shreds and the hull was leaking badly by the time they reached New York six weeks later. It was early December 1844.

Frank Lloyd Wright was almost ludicrously inept when it came to handling money, and it is instructive to see how soon this theme appears in the family history. The Lloyd Joneses are invariably prepared to trust a charming scoundrel, no matter how often they are warned to be on their guard. And when Welsh immigrants arrived at the New York docks, they received solemn warnings because, speaking little or no English, they were at the mercy of the first fast-talking stranger who came along. That was the trap, and Richard Lloyd Jones fell into it. He took the services of a Welsh-speaking “runner” to handle his baggage, allowed the man to escort them all to a seedy hotel and then to a money changer who unscrupulously fleeced him. Within seconds, the runner had disappeared, and Richard was left alone in a strange city, speaking no English, with a handful of useless foreign coins in his pocket and only the vaguest idea of where his hotel was.

That first scare was bad enough, but the family faced further hardships and real tragedy before they reached their Wisconsin destination a thousand miles farther west. Stuck for the winter in Utica because the lakes and canals were frozen, they set off dangerously early in the spring of 1845. The combined stresses were too much for the three-year-old Nanny. As they made their way by wagon from Utica to Rome, where they planned to pick up a canalboat, Nanny fell ill with a cold that rapidly became a high fever. The third morning on the road, she died in her mother’s arms. They all stopped there and then, hollowing out a shallow grave in the bank by the roadside, which they lined with grass. As they were digging the grave, a group of canalboat men passed them, leading their mules to the boats in Rome. One called out, “Come on, Dick, that ain’t Wisconsin, this ain’t no picnic,” misreading the signals. Mallie burst into a storm of weeping.

They traveled onward to Oconomowoc and thence to Ixonia, a neighboring Welsh settlement six miles from Watertown, where Jenkin, Rachel and Nell and their families had settled. Margaret, Richard’s mother, wrote to tell one of his brothers, in 1852, “They are settled within a quarter of a mile to Rachel and are doing exceedingly well. So that I have from 30 to 40 between children and grandchildren in America living all in the same neighborhood.…” They had survived, but to say they were prospering would be an overstatement. Immigrant farmers of means usually bought established farms with buildings, cleared land and soil that had demonstrated its worth. Those less fortunate bought virgin land from the government, available in forty-acre parcels at the bargain price of $1.25 an acre. In making their choices, Richard and Jenkin repeated the error many of their countrymen would make, instinctively favoring a terrain that resembled the one they had left and that, in this case, presented identical disadvantages, with a few new ones thrown in. Not only was the land they chose stony and far less fertile than other land available, but it was heavily wooded, involving mammoth clearing problems. Newcomers, another immigrant wrote, would find “a country consisting of dreary forests, interspersed with settlements on the rudest scale, that the roads are generally in very bad condition, and, above all, that everyone must work hard with his own hands.” They made a further mistake in buying some low-lying lands bordering their treed hillsides thinking that they would be “well-watered.” That turned out to be truer than they knew. In summers the fields turned into marshes, fertile breeding grounds for mosquitoes, placing every new arrival in danger of contracting malaria. Brother Jenkin would die of what was then called “fever and ague.”

It took the combined efforts of Jenkin and Richard, with the help of Thomas, now fifteen, John, thirteen, and no doubt Margaret and Mary as well, to clear the first lands and plant their first crops. Despite these handicaps and the birth of Elinor in 1845 (Jane, James and Enos were to follow in 1848, 1850 and 1853), Richard’s farm prospered. In 1846 he bought his first two forty-acre parcels. He owned 110 acres when he left Ixonia, which he sold for the handsome price of $3,500.

The Lloyd Jones children would grow up having learned all about pioneer farming, and such domestic necessities as spinning, weaving, baking, dipping candles, churning butter and the like would have been essential skills as well. They would also need to know how to drill a well, dig out a root cellar, construct a fireplace and build a Dutch oven. In short, someone had to learn everything about building a house: that role fell to the eldest son, Thomas. His son would write, “he chose to be a builder,” but given the battle for survival in which they were all engaged, it seems plausible that this choice was made for him. As soon as he could, Thomas trained as a carpenter, “and by intense application obtained a sufficient insight in geometry and advanced mathematics, which when applied to his architectural work placed him much in advance of the usual country carpenter.” By the time Thomas was ready to marry, he had built himself a two-story house, and was accomplished enough to be in demand, building homes, schools and churches and the like throughout the countryside. Maginel Wright Barney, Frank Lloyd Wright’s younger sister, recalled that her uncle was “slighter than the rest, and his hair and beard were neatly trimmed. I seem to remember him as rather gray all over. I can see him now slipping quietly along like a shadow through the lane of maples that led to his home.…”

In March 1856, ten years after they arrived in Ixonia, Richard and Mallie sold the farm. His brother Jenkin, who had bought land adjoining theirs, had died in the interim and a dispute arose between Richard and his sisters over its ownership (settled in Richard’s favor). There is no doubt that the constant fear of malaria, the ever-growing family and the disappointing crop yields would have been persuasive reasons to move. There is also the possibility, raised by Jenkin’s memoir of Black Week, that Richard and Mallie were, by then, estranged from their neighbors. One notes that, having arrived in The Valley, Richard and his children never ran the risk of joining another congregation, preferring to worship collectively in the open air. The trauma of Black Week would add a special urgency to Richard’s dearest wish, the chapel of his own that he would not live to see finished. Everything that had happened would reinforce their Welsh clannishness, the impression they gave outsiders that they were enough unto themselves. If their area—at one time, they collectively held 1,800 acres—came to be known as “The Valley of the God-Almighty Joneses,” there are some good reasons why.

To the north of Mineral Point, where brother Jenkin had stayed, were the villages of Dodgeville and Spring Green, the fertile Helena Valley bordered on the north by the Wisconsin River, and several established Welsh settlements. In the settlement of Helena itself, on the southern banks of the Wisconsin River, a stopping place for men who floated the rafts of logs downstream to mills at St. Louis, a successful business for the making of lead shot had been established at Tower Hill. All this made the Helena Valley in Iowa County an up-and-coming place, but there were good enough reasons for wanting to remain in a countryside of such rich valleys, woods, streams and hills, and where there was plenty of government land available. The Lloyd Jones family worked farms for a few years before settling in The Valley on their own land in April 1864. For a time they lived just outside the village of Spring Green, then lived for a couple of years (1862–64) in Bear Creek, a rental farm near Lone Rock, also on the north bank of the Wisconsin River, a move that was to have some consequences in the life of their daughter Anna. Once finally installed on their own property in The Valley, however, they stayed. Richard and Mallie’s homestead, the biggest and best they would own, is no longer standing. Their granddaughter Maginel remembered it as surrounded by “a picket fence twined with morning-glories and bean vines, its posts covered with shiny milk pails washed and drying in the sun.” Aunt Mary’s fourteen-room farmhouse survived her, but was struck by lightning and burned to the ground in the early 1940s. Uncle Enos’s house was demolished. However, Uncle John’s old farmhouse looks much as it did. Aunt Margaret’s gambrel-roofed red cottage is still to be seen, as is Uncle Thomas’s old house. Uncle James’s home, on a bend of the road just past Unity Chapel, now much altered, still surveys “a lovely view of plowed fields striped in spring with tender green and later with green and yellow bands, lying like ribbons over the bones of the hills.” Uncle Thomas built most of them, and a Welsh stonemason named Timothy carved the mantels of their fireplaces with mistletoe, holly and the family symbol, [image: ] , “Truth Against the World.” The new land, with its homesteads, its fields and pastures, its streams with trout so tame they would feed from your hand, was the fulfillment of a dream for Richard and Mallie—the dream of “the free farmer on his own property, and on his hearth the song of the harp and the company of the Welsh language.…”

It was a moment of utter perfection in the lives of Richard and Mallie but it came very late. Mallie, “Ein Mam,” who had borne eleven children, who had cooked, canned, washed, cleaned, dyed, ironed, knitted, spun, mended, made clothes, tended the garden, and no doubt harvested, chopped wood, carried fodder, fed and watered sheep, horses, pigs, cows and chickens as well, was worn out. She lived just five more years, dying in 1870 at the age of sixty-two or sixty-three. Her children remembered her as gentle and devoted, clairvoyant—she once had a vision in which she correctly saw her son Jenkin as wounded when he was fighting in the Civil War—a person who loved to tell about the old days in Wales and knew all the old fairy tales. To the end of her days, she spoke only Welsh.

As for that old radical, Richard, there is a photograph taken of him in 1883, two years before he died, surrounded by all his children, their husbands and wives, and his grandchildren, with an empty chair beside him where “Ein Mam” would have sat. He has a stick lying across his knees, his elbows rest negligently on the carved walnut arms of his great armchair, and he has the fixed gaze of a man for whom the word compromise had long since ceased to have a meaning. Growing deaf, forgetful, baffled, he staggered on, saying little, his voice, the wonderfully deep and rolling voice of the born preacher, still surprisingly resonant. That last summer he weeded the vegetables in the kitchen garden against the doctor’s orders. “Perhaps he remembered all the springs he had spent uprooting those ageless trees, and something compelled him to enact a sad parody of his past strength one more time.” So he bent, pulling plants at random, the weeds along with the young seedlings, and the aunts and uncles held their tongues.

The uncles were a handsome group. They resembled their father, being strongly built, with wide cheekbones and even features, shocks of dark curly hair and enormous beards, and James, at six-foot-two, was as tall as Richard had been. Maginel wrote, “To me they seemed gigantic beings who would toss me up for a kiss and I would shrink as my face was embedded in beard. Sometimes it would be damp with rain or fog, and then it was rather like kissing a swamp. The Uncles, as I’ve said, had a Biblical, apostolic look and once when four of them were driving through Madison in an open carriage someone yelled from the sidewalk: ‘Hey, where’s the other eight?’ ”

Young Jenkin, as has been noted, went off to fight in the Civil War—he and his family were united in opposition to slavery and passionate admirers of Lincoln—and, once the war was over, went to college in Meadville, Pennsylvania, following the example of his distinguished forebears and eponym. Uncle Thomas, making his mark as a country architect, could turn his hand at anything, whether it was the design of a new way to keep milk cool, which was much imitated, or the complete blueprints for a big new schoolhouse, which he would build for his clever sisters some years later. Uncle James, the tallest and most handsome, was set on his ambition to be a farmer; because there was not enough money for Uncle Enos to continue in college, he would do likewise. Uncle John, like Uncle Thomas, had always worked; as a mere child in Wales he had tended sheep. Among the stories Mallie told were of setting out to visit little John and Thomas as they sat on the mountainside, taking along something good to eat and warm clothes as well as her knitting. For his part, John remembered reciting the hymns his mother had taught him, as he sat there alone, in an effort to keep awake. Uncle John became the family miller and ground wheat for everyone for miles around. Maginel can remember seeing him at the door of his mill, “a spectral figure whitened with flour from head to foot.”

She also recalled that when a piece of steel from a broken tool lodged in his hand, John refused to have it removed, shrugging off everyone’s concern. Eventually his hand had to be amputated, but by then a cancer had started that would kill him. He would never allow painkillers because “they would blur my mind.”

This stoicism was much admired among the Lloyd Joneses. Like all farm children, the boys were men by the ages of ten or eleven, expected to work long hours, to take on heavy responsibilities and to deal alone, somehow, with whatever emergency arose. Uncle James, riding old Kate in the early spring of 1862 when he was just twelve, was sent out to round up the work animals. Crossing a field he discovered a fine frozen pond and, although he might have known better, urged his horse to try the ice. The ice held, but the horse slipped, James fell, and Kate landed on his leg, breaking it. “Somehow he managed to haul himself back aboard the horse and get home, faint with pain.” That would have been admired too.

They had acquired an admirable fixity of purpose from having watched their parents struggle and surmount fearful odds. From Richard they would have learned the stance of the radical: a combination of prickly willingness to be insulted, belligerent readiness to strike back against real and imagined wrongs and, perhaps, far below the surface, an underdog’s awful fear that he is as worthless as the rest of the world believes. In short, they were true descendants of Rev. Jenkin Jones, founder of the first Arminian church in Llandysul, proud of their religion, pious and moralistic, as fiercely willing to defend that as anything else, but also passionately partisan where other oppressed minorities were concerned: slaves in the South, or the broken, pathetic Indians they encountered. As young men they struggled manfully to become self-sufficient. Because they had learned to work so hard and long, “add tired to tired,” as Frank Lloyd Wright never ceased to exhort others, they had great physical stamina. They were incredibly brave, and they all had disastrous accidents at one time or another, making it difficult to know how much to ascribe to a too-obsessive determination to succeed, how much to recklessness and fatigue and how much to sheer bad luck. As a young carpenter, Uncle Thomas set up in business with a young friend, had built his own shop and seemed well on his way. But one time he was in too much of a hurry to dry out some lumber and stacked it too close to the heating pipe. The shop was carelessly left unattended, some board ends and shavings in front of the stove caught on fire, and the whole building went up in smoke. Of course, he and his partner had no insurance.

The biography of Enos, the youngest son, written by his son Chester, makes frequent references to accidents caused because one of the brothers was left alone with the sheep when an older one should have been there to help guard against wolves, and then the wolves descended, or other brothers thought it would be a lark to ride their horses into the river, and Enos almost drowned. And so the reminiscences go on. It is an odd coincidence that every Lloyd Jones brother but one, the preacher Jenkin, suffered a serious setback at some period or another of his life. In the spring of 1879, when he was forty-nine, Thomas fell from the second floor of a building, breaking two ribs and puncturing a lung, an injury from which he never fully recovered and which helped impoverish him. John’s bad hand handicapped him for years. Enos had his share of childhood accidents, and was taken out of college when the family ran out of money. James, everyone’s favorite and fond hope, was perhaps the most accident-prone of all. At least one other serious accident when he was young is recorded (he dropped an axe on his foot), and the circumstances of his death would bring them all down with him, but that is the subject for a later chapter. It is at least possible that Richard, in particular, was authoritarian and demanding, and that pressure to succeed was unwearying. In that case, a spectacular accident—totally outside conscious control—was the only way a driven Lloyd Jones son, or daughter, might lighten the load without recriminations. At that point they might decently retire from battle, but if they did not, there was only one end in sight. Did she remember, Frank Lloyd Wright asked his sister, Maginel, one day, “you told me once, when I was reaching so high, that someday I would pull something down that would destroy me.”

As one would expect, James was also a stern taskmaster, a fact his nephew Frank would remember all his life. This trait was much leavened by James’s innate kindliness and generosity. His brothers were the same. They tried to be loving parents, always thinking of the next present, no matter how modest, and they loved picnics, usually initiated by Uncle Thomas. Enos remembered many family gatherings, bonfires, tramps through the woods and skating parties, fun at Hallowe’en and April Fools’ Day and wonderful molasses taffy and cakes and cookies and pies. They all loved music, books and poetry. Thomas’s son recalled that his father could make sense out of Shakespeare’s most baffling passages, which he loved to read aloud on the long winter evenings, as he did Longfellow. In the spring of 1862, when Jenkin was fighting in the Civil War and it was believed that a generous supply of onions would prevent scurvy, the cause of Jenkin’s comrades became the Lloyd Jones cause. The whole family planted enough onions for a regiment and bent their backs all summer long, weeding and hoeing to ensure a big crop. Months later the family was still receiving letters of thanks. The favorite was, “Your onions brought tears to my eyes.”

“Tall, wise, protective, they seemed almost as immortal and invincible as gods,” Maginel wrote of her uncles. “They were knowledge and authority and strength. They would be there always, and no harm could come to them—would dare to come to them. Or that is how it seemed to us.”

As for the girls in the family, Jane (often called Jennie) was hauntingly beautiful when she was young. The other four tended to have long, thin, sensible faces, rather than high-cheekboned ones, and a spartan look about them. Three of them became teachers: Jennie, Elinor (called Nell) and Hannah (Anna); Margaret and Mary got married. The Lloyd Jones children still traced their ancestry—one recalls that there were ministers and educators on both sides—back through their paternal grandmother to the aristocratic Lloyd family. A remnant of the old Celtic emphasis on the superior claims of the mother’s clan can be seen in some of the Lloyd Jones daughters when one considers that two of those who married achieved the feat of folding their husbands into their family circle, rather than vice versa. Maginel Wright Barney, one of the few sources of lore about the women in the family, believed that non-Welsh husbands or wives were never quite accepted. “It was a disadvantage … something not quite right; just as it was not quite right for Aunt Mary to have married a Scot, or my mother to have married a New Englander.”

Aunt-Mary-who-married-the-Scot seems to have been the jolliest one. Aunt Margaret, four years Anna’s senior, the first girl in the family, is generally described as the peacemaker. Nell and Jennie, who never married, becoming known to everyone as the Aunts, built Hillside, their unique boarding school, in The Valley. Jennie was everyone’s favorite. Nell seemed to be sterner, sadder, less approachable. She had fallen in love with a handsome young man, and they were engaged to marry. Then she contracted smallpox. Her face became deeply scarred, and her hair went white. Her fiancé came to visit her, was appalled, and never returned. It was, by chance, the summer of the onions, when she was just seventeen.

“ ‘Aunt Nell, how did you bear it?’ ” Maginel asked. “ ‘What did you do?’

“She gave me a grim little smile. ‘I hoed onions my dear,’ she said. ‘I just hoed onions all summer long.’ ”

The Lloyd Jones girls, then, were expected to face disaster with the same stoicism as the boys, and they must have worked just as hard, or harder. That their epoch would have treated them as less important people than their brothers is too obvious to need emphasis. Nevertheless, they were not as downtrodden as their relatives in Wales, as Maginel discovered when she eventually went to visit a distant Welsh cousin in Landysul and witnessed the manner in which he bullied his wife and daughters. One would also expect them, as members of a large family, to have grown up with little individual attention. Jane wrote a revealing reminiscence that supports this thesis. Her greatest joy as a child was the summer she was kept at home to help her mother while the others went to school. One does not find a hint of reproach that she was losing out on the fun of being with her playmates, and not even a twinge of self-pity at the hard work involved. She was deliriously happy because she had been singled out as the favored one—she had her mother all to herself. It must have been the first and last time that this ever happened to her.

Children who are inadequately nurtured are said to idealize their parents, and this certainly seems to have happened with the girls in the Lloyd Jones family. Maternal love is the theme of Jane’s reminiscence; it almost seems to have been the highest possible good. Mother lived for her children, and, as a reward, they idealized her. She was guardian of the hearth and home, she transmitted the cultural values, she kept the family together, and, as we have seen, the children belonged most of all to her. She was literally their first teacher in the early pioneer years, and since teaching and mothering were so closely allied—perhaps even synonymous in the minds of “Ein Mam’s” daughters—one is not surprised to find that three out of five became teachers.

By the time Nell and Jennie were old enough to go to academy and college, the family could afford to help with the cost of their education. They soon held important teaching positions. Before they established their own school, Aunt Nell was head of the history department in the River Falls State Normal School in Wisconsin, while Aunt Jennie had become director of kindergarten training schools in St. Paul, Minnesota. Anna, who was seven years older than Nell and ten years older than Jennie, was just as interested in teaching, but not so fortunate in her training. She learned the way many young women could enter the profession in those days, i.e., she went from being a promising pupil in an elementary school to an assistant teacher. From that time onward, she taught herself. “Education obsessed her,” her daughter wrote, “and she would teach anyone who showed even the vaguest desire to learn. She did not wait for pupils to seek her out: she went to them, willingly.” One must not forget that Anna’s first language was Welsh, and although she learned to pen her letters to copperplate perfection, and her grammar was punctiliously correct, she never mastered spelling and would cheerfully write out a word phonetically, leading to some curiously original constructions.

As Maginel described her, Anna was tall (five-foot-eight) and handsome, with large brown eyes, a wide forehead and a mass of curly hair that she pulled to the back of her head, where it fell in ringlets in what was called “a waterfall.” She never changed her hairstyle when it went out of style, just as she never wore corsets even when wasp waists were all the rage, and although she loved color, she would not wear it. One sees her in early photographs, her hair parted dead center and pulled back severely from her face, wearing a prim white collar and a cameo brooch.

Anna is often described as self-reliant, an idea much reinforced by her daughter’s description of her as a fine horsewoman, out in all weather, a soldier’s cape with hood and brass buttons slung over her shoulders. “I like to imagine my mother, bare-headed, curly haired, sitting straight in the saddle, her beautiful intelligent eyes appreciating all they saw, and a strand of traveler’s joy, pulled from a hedgerow, wreathed around the pommel.” Anna was a second mother to her younger brothers and sisters—Enos recalls how hard she tried to teach him to read and write—and Maginel remembered that “by the time she was fifteen she had acted as assistant to the midwife in half a dozen family births.” Perhaps it was not unusual for a girl in a pioneer society to assist at her own mother’s lyings-in (if this is the correct inference), but it presents a picture of someone who did not have much of a childhood, an impression reinforced by her comment in old age (to her son) that she had felt hemmed in all her life by circumstance.
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Wright’s mother, Anna Lloyd Jones (picture credit 2.7)

[image: ]

The Lloyd Jones family, 1883, taken shortly before the death of Richard Lloyd Jones (center, with stick between his legs). The empty chair beside him was placed in memory of his late wife, Mallie. From left, back row: Enos holding baby Chester, James holding baby Scott, John, Nettie, Thomas B. Jones, Margaret, Thomas, Esther, William Carey Wright, Anna, James Philip and Mary. Middle row, from left: Elinor holding baby Agnes, Laura holding baby Maud, J. Richard holding Gwen, Orren, Ellen, Edward, M. Helen, Jane, her niece Jane standing behind her, Elsie, Margaret and Anna Nell. Front row, from left: Thomas, Mary, Jenkin, Charles, Richard, Frank with Maginel on his lap, Susan with Mary Lloyd at her feet and Jenkin with Richard at his feet (picture credit 2.8)

From an early account, which gives an excellent insight into Anna’s character and, more particularly, from letters she wrote to her son that have recently been made available for study, Anna emerges as impulsive, erratic, headstrong and completely at the mercy of some very uncomfortable and conflicting emotions. To begin with, she believed with her sisters that she should be a model of maternal love and all the tender virtues, yet be stoical, self-sufficient, ride like a man and scorn feminine accoutrements. As a Lloyd, she should strive all her life to be worthy of that exalted name, and make others aware of her claim to superior social status while remaining proud of her humble farm origins. As a Lloyd Jones, and heir to a long tradition of religious radicalism, it was her obligation to fight against discrimination and bigotry, showing others the way by being better, truer and braver than they were—more like Lincoln, more like Jesus, even. In old age she was still talking about the cultivation of moral attributes, using a garden as her hackneyed metaphor. Such pious moralizing and easy sentimentality came naturally to Victorians, but it is evident that Anna literally believed she should live up to her Bunyanesque ideals. But the situation was more complicated still, since, being a Lloyd Jones, a high premium was placed on combativeness, on prevailing against impossible odds: “Truth Against the World.” Yet if she were to live up to her own perfectionistic standards, there was no room for anger and retaliation, since it was her Christian duty to suppress rancorous thoughts. Someone who is attempting to live up to such exacting standards of behavior may, sooner or later, despair of continually striving to “do better,” and, indeed, Anna enraged was a reckless and obstinate fighter. Proud of her minority status, tenacious in her loyalties, emotionally unpredictable, torn by conflicting sets of obligations, aloof and stubborn, Anna was not an easy person to understand or ignore.

Anna was sentimental about the past. She wrote about the travails her family had undergone in the early days and reminded her son of the role faith had played in sustaining them during those difficult times. She was equally sentimental about The Valley, where she had lived since the age of fourteen and which was the setting for her fondest memories. To The Valley had been transferred all of an uprooted child’s longing to feel again the security of a loved and familiar landscape. For Anna it was a holy place; it was “consecrated ground.”

Her children have described Anna’s sensitive love for nature, and it is one of her most marked characteristics. Such an awareness, she wrote, came from “Ein Mam,” who taught them the traditional lore about plants, animals and flowers, linking those thoughts with ideas of religion. It was an old-fashioned idea of education now thought, she wrote in 1919, to be modern and novel. At will she could lie down, close her eyes, and see The Valley in all its splendor. She wrote of the first heralds of spring, the clumps of bright color underfoot, the boughs unveiling their first shoots, the return of migrant birds, and all those beloved and heartening demonstrations of life’s rebirth that made her feel, then at least, that there was something to hope for. The Welsh concept of nature as one’s fortress in adversity, and a salve to the soul, is evident here. She believed, in common with Juvenal, that “Nature and wisdom always say the same,” and exhorted her son to study the natural world, to estimable effect. She might then link concepts of Truth, Beauty, Simplicity and Nature with the idea of a home, the perfect home, or just a single wonderful room, something that would have had a poignant symbolism for someone who might never have had a room of her own as a child. After one move into new quarters, and after the movers had placed a table in just the right corner of her bay window, she wrote feelingly about the reassurance of such familiar objects and how she felt restored to life almost, as if her room and her very existence were one and the same. But perhaps her most telling comment to her son, often repeated, was the high and almost sacred importance she placed upon the role of architect. There was no distinction to be made between her brother Jenkin’s role as a preacher for the Truth and the edifices her son was building.

Here, then, is an emotionally troubled but intelligent, responsive, and gifted woman who might have made her mark, had she been given the educational opportunity, but who would stand back while her younger sisters received these advantages, leaving her own promise largely unfulfilled. This must account for the theme of melancholy and regret one finds in Maginel’s conclusion: “She … had always seemed to yearn for some elusive thing, something that refused to take shape, to come forward into the consciousness and make itself known.”

Anna did not marry until she was twenty-seven or twenty-eight, which would have been considered late, and nothing is known about her life as a young woman. The only safe guess is that she never taught too far from home, and would have returned to the family hearth each weekend, if not each evening. If they were teaching far from their homes, rural teachers customarily lodged with their pupils’ families, the length of stay depending on the number of children enrolled in school. So it is conceivable, as is asserted in one account, that Anna met her future husband, William Carey Wright, when she went to board with him and his three children while his first wife, Permelia, was alive. The oldest child by that marriage, Charles William, could have been ready for school by then. One has to believe, however, that Anna’s stay was brief, since the most reliable account of that period, written by one of William’s children, makes no mention of her presence. Further, no documentation to support this has ever been found, according to Mary Jane Hamilton, a Wisconsin scholar and expert on the early history of the Lloyd Jones family.

What is known is that Permelia Holcomb Wright and Anna Lloyd Jones had relatives in common. The Lloyd Joneses’ move to Bear Creek, outside Lone Rock, made them near neighbors of a family named Thomas. Permelia Wright was related to the Thomases through her mother; Anna was also related to the same branch of Thomases through her mother. There is yet another way William Wright and Anna Lloyd Jones might have met: he was superintendent of the school district in which she worked.

The Lloyd Jones family was building in The Valley, and living in Bear Creek in 1863, the year Permelia died in childbirth. Elizabeth Amelia, almost three, George Irving, five, and Charles William, seven, were put in the care of their maternal grandmother.

The date of Anna and William’s marriage is variously given as 1865 or 1866 (the most authoritative being August 17, 1866), and it is possible that there might have been some connection between the move of Richard and Mallie Lloyd Jones to The Valley and the marriage of their daughter Anna. One by one, the children were leaving. Jenkin had gone off to the Civil War and then to college, and the Aunts, Nell and Jennie, were set in the direction of teaching careers. Thomas was living in the house he had built for his wife of three years. John was about to get married, Margaret had already married, and of the first five, those children born in Wales, only Mary and Anna remained unmarried. Mallie Lloyd Jones was still in her fifties but, as has been noted, did not have long to live. “Ein Mam” may have wanted to see Anna settled in a home of her own. For his part, William Wright was newly bereft and in need of a mother for his children without delay. The added factor of Anna’s Thomas connections, making her almost a relative of Permelia’s, could have made a favorable impression on William.

What would certainly have been important to Anna was her future husband’s pedigree, and this, he could claim, was more distinguished than her own. True, he was not Welsh, but it is said that his ancestor, a seventeenth century English noblewoman named Mabel Harlakenden, could trace her lineage back to William the Conqueror and even to Cardie the Saxon, A.D. 512. William Wright’s father, David, was a Baptist minister, and he himself studied medicine and law before establishing himself as an organist and teacher of the pianoforte. When Anna met him, he was studying for the ministry.

It is thought that William Wright married Anna strictly for practical reasons and that, for her part, the marriage offered a last chance to escape spinsterhood. No one has considered the possibility that Anna might have been head over heels in love, though this could have been the simple truth. Over and over again one finds evidence that William was one of life’s darlings: he never met a single person who did not like him. Arriving in Lone Rock in 1859, where he set up as a lawyer, although he never had a degree, he was appointed commissioner of the Richland County Circuit Court within a year. When he announced his candidacy for county school superintendent, a local newspaper editor wrote enthusiastically, “Probably no better man could be selected. His friends speak very highly of him.” He was a mesmerizing lecturer. He gave the eulogy for Abraham Lincoln in Lone Rock in April 1865, and it was reported that he made “an appropriate and eloquent address which … was highly praised by all who heard it.” If he gave concerts on the pianoforte, or recitals—he had a fine bass voice—these would be the best anyone had ever heard. When he wrote waltzes, polkas and gavottes in the popular, sentimental taste of the day, publishers magically appeared. When he tried his hand at business in a new town, he was certain to be described as up-and-coming, an asset to the community. It seems he had only to appear in order to be snapped up, made much of and offered tempting opportunities. Such a man, one would think, could not help succeeding. And yet no sooner had he arrived and conquered than he would mysteriously depart, sometimes within the year. Conventional accounts draw a polite veil over the likely reason for this pattern of striking success and collapse of hopes, which does, however, point to a defect of character that would not be immediately apparent. To Anna this divinely talented, literate, accomplished and alluring man must have seemed like a phenomenon, her tutelary escort to a wider and more wonderful world. He must have seemed to have all the attributes she felt herself to lack; and from envy to adoration is a short step.

William Wright was fourteen years Anna’s senior, and by 1883, standing in the back row of a family photograph, he, at fifty-eight years old, with white hair and beard, looks to be much older and bears an uncanny resemblance to Richard Lloyd Jones, identically bearded, in the front row. Pictures of him as a younger man show him to have been most handsome, with a broad forehead, finely formed features and a natty bow tie—he always was a jaunty dresser. One can imagine the objections of Richard and Mallie to an American of English stock, born and raised in New England, rather than a proper Welshman, although these might have been merely a matter of form. Anna could quickly point to her future husband’s polish, culture and pronounced musical gifts, always a mitigating factor for the Lloyd Joneses. She could talk about the stir he made when he eulogized their hero, President Lincoln. She could dwell on the fact that he had recently been ordained a minister. Even if he were a Baptist, which certainly was a drawback, he had been “called” to preach, another persuasive argument. At any rate, they were married. In May 1867, William and Anna moved from Lone Rock to Richland Center, where he would oversee construction of the Central Baptist Society’s new building. One month later, on June 8, Anna gave birth to Frank Lincoln Wright.
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The Shining Brow

Yet through his flight he could understand the twittering of the birds in the coppice, the thoughts of the little snakes darting from the brushwood, and the stir of life in the hidden centers of the ground.

—THOMAS S. JONES, JR.

Taliesin

If Frank Lloyd Wright had wanted to be thought of as a chosen one, a savior, he could not have chosen a better mate than his third wife, Olgivanna. In the books and articles she wrote after his death, Olgivanna Lloyd Wright painted an exalted portrait of her beloved. “He can weave himself like a cobra around the mountain range and he can rear like a flying Pegasus ready to take off to the highest pinnacle” is a characteristic example. So it is not surprising to find her writing, with respect to the day he was born, that “he told me that he had made his entrance into the world on a stormy night and described it to me as though he had witnessed the prophetic initiation. ‘The wind rose over the earth forcing trees low to the ground. Lightning ignited the clouds, and thunder struck like a great fury.’ ‘Yours was a prophetic birth,’ his mother told him.”

Nor could he have improved on his mother, Anna Lloyd Jones Wright, whose fiercely partisan love for her son is almost a legend. On his twentieth birthday, June 8, 1887, Anna rose early as she had the day he was born. He arrived at eight a.m. and she greeted him with rapture, she wrote; but then, the sanctity of Mother Love and the marvel and wonder of babies were subjects of which Anna never tired. Her son was her Prince, and whether she actually told him that his birth had been prophesied hardly needs to be proved. Given Anna Wright’s convictions, tirelessly repeated, it is perfectly possible that, by adulthood if not before, Frank Lloyd Wright saw himself as predestined. It is also logical that he would look for metaphors in the rich tradition of fairy tales and pagan Celtic myths that had been handed on to him by Anna, believing as she did in the children’s story hour, through her own mother. She would have told him about the sacred places in Wales connected by tradition to supernatural events: “Until recently, firm belief kept alive stories of the Telwyth Teg, or the fairy folk, whose kingdom is a place of great poetic power. This is because the Heaven World of the Celts was not situated in some inhuman region of space, but was here on earth.”

The name Wright would choose for his home, Taliesin, betrays the force of this early indoctrination since Taliesin is not only an actual historical personage but also a poet-savior, magician, spinner of riddles, seer and supernatural being. Taliesin’s story is cited in Joseph Campbell’s The Hero with a Thousand Faces as one more example of a legendary figure who, being made privy to supernatural knowledge, is destined to die and be reborn. In his original incarnation, Taliesin was Gwion Bach, a village boy who found himself charged by the goddess Caridwen (linked with crop fertility and also poetry and letters) to stir a vast kettle in which she was concocting a magical brew that would confer inspiration. By accident, three drops of the boiling liquid splashed on his finger and when, to stop the burning, he licked off the liquid, he suddenly “foresaw everything that was to come.” What he also saw was that Caridwen meant to kill him. He fled, changing his shape in an effort to outwit her, but she was even faster and eventually caught and ate him. “And, as the story says, she bore him nine months, and when she was delivered of him, she could not find it in her heart to kill him, by reason of his beauty. So she wrapped him in a leathern bag, and cast him into the sea to the mercy of God, on the twenty-ninth day of April.” His bag washed up into a fish trap, where it was discovered next morning by Elphin, son of a wealthy landowner, and his men. On finding a beautiful baby boy, Elphin’s men said, “Behold a radiant brow [taliesin]!” “Taliesin be he called,” said Elphin. Elphin was at first disappointed with his catch, but was reassured by the magical child, already able to talk in rhyme, who explained, “Primary chief bard am I to Elphin/ And my original country is the region of the summer stars;/ Idno and Heinin called me Merddin, / At length every king will call me Taliesin.”

One can see how attractive this figure, with his seer’s wand and magician’s cape, would have seemed to Wright, born as he was into a Welsh family of radical thinkers, outcasts beyond their own small circle but privately convinced of their special, even exalted status. Such an identification with a miraculous and priestlike being can be seen as an immature attempt to compensate for an ignominious beginning and a felt lack of advantages. That his parents were poverty stricken is evident from his mother’s letters. For someone so exquisitely sensitive to the genius loci and with such a gift for celebrating it, Wright was laconic to the point of taciturnity about his birthplace, and discouraged anyone who inquired about it, even his sister Maginel. After his death, an abandoned bungalow in Richland Center that was scheduled for demolition briefly made the papers when it was said that, according to local tradition, it had been Wright’s birthplace. It was in a ruinous state, with tilting floors and no doors, but a case for its preservation was hard to make since it was clear that, architecturally speaking, there was nothing to save.

As has been noted, William and Anna had moved to the county seat of Richland Center a month before the birth of their first child where, as his daughter Elizabeth Wright Heller wrote, William had been “called to preach,” as well as oversee construction of the new Central Baptist Society Building. In short, Anna was caring not only for a new baby but also for Lizzie, six, George Irving, eight, and Charles William, ten.

William Carey Wright made an immediately favorable impression in Richland Center as preacher and musician—his first local concert was given in aid of the church building fund—and, predictably, was flatteringly reviewed by the local paper. But Richland Center was a disappointment, and despite the “donation parties” organized to bring in some extra funds for the Wright household, and to help feed four children (with another on the way), William was chronically short of funds. So before long he was planning to move to McGregor, Iowa, on the Mississippi River. They arrived in March 1869, just one month, perhaps by another coincidence, before the birth of Mary Jane, later known as Jennie. Again, Wright preached; he was given the post of temporary pastor for the Baptist Church, and tried to make some money as a businessman: he bought a part interest in the music department of a general store. Wherever he went, Wright demonstrated his dazzling gift for attracting the friendship of prominent local men and women, not to mention the town’s newspaper editors. The flattering notices began, “Our city has reason to be glad that so valuable a gentleman has been added to its religious, musical and social lists,” wrote the McGregor Times. His listeners came to “expect something original, practical and unhackneyed from Mr. Wright,” the same newspaper commented. “He is a plain speaker and for that we like him.” Another triumph, and another disappointment. Two years after their arrival, the Wrights again packed up and left. They were taken in by Anna’s family at Hillside (Lizzie was sent to stay with her Grandmother Holcomb), while William prepared for his next move to Pawtucket, Rhode Island, where he had been “called to preach” at the High Street Baptist Church. It might have seemed like a promotion, but, as has been observed, only someone as impractical as William Carey Wright could have thought so. The original church had burned down three years before. Arriving in December 1871, the Reverend Mr. Wright faced the enormous task of raising funds to rebuild his church and also clear up his congregation’s past debts.
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Purported to be the birthplace of Frank Lloyd Wright in Richland Center, Wisconsin (picture credit 3.1)

Anna, facing her third move in five years of marriage, with five children in her charge, settled the family in nearby Central Falls, where, for the first year, they were obliged to live on the first and third floors of a house, surely one of the most unpleasant living arrangements that can be imagined. The situation improved slightly during their second year, Lizzie noted, when they had a whole house to themselves. William tackled his new role with his customary energy and zest. For three years he worked tirelessly, and although he did not succeed in rescuing the church (after he left, the property was sold to the town as a high school), no one thought him to blame. The task had been too difficult for any mortal, and the minister had been “earnest, unwearied, successful, as far as circumstances permitted.” His public appearances were, as usual, closely followed by the local newspapers and always favorably received. When not fund raising, William could be found making political speeches or lecturing on temperance, one of his favorite subjects, or talking about ancient Egypt, another specialty. The local Baptist societies snapped him up, and his congregation doted on him. They rallied around in a good-natured, clumsy way to meet the family’s pressing needs when the church, as often happened, could not pay his salary, arriving at the house with casseroles and some dollar bills as well. These “donation parties” were humorously recounted in the usual social columns. Two years later, William and Anna conceded defeat. Again, to judge from their actions, they left before they seemed to have anywhere else to go. He did not take up a new post until September 1874, but they left Pawtucket in December 1873. They waited out the intervening months at the home of his father, Rev. David Wright, in Essex, Connecticut. Then they moved once more, this time to Weymouth, Massachusetts, in the environs of Boston, where William had been “called to preach” at the First Baptist Church.

William’s predictable pattern of easy success followed by stunning disappointment makes only one conclusion evident: that he was wildly impractical about money. Even his daughter Lizzie, who adored him and defended his actions, wrote that “he had no financial sense whatever.” Her explanation implied that her father was too rarefied a being to be concerned with such worldly matters. One guesses that this was probably quite true, and that William saw himself as someone of rare intellectual endowments and accomplishments: as a silver-tongued preacher, an irresistible singer and instrumentalist, an exemplary teacher and model citizen. He was showering his gifts on his community, and that was the end of his responsibility to life. The attitude seems familiar and reminds one, as Oliver Goldsmith wrote in his life of that eighteenth century arbiter of manners at Bath, Beau Nash, of “those young men who, by youth and too much money, are taught to look on extravagance as a virtue.” Living beyond one’s income was proof of breeding, and so William Carey Wright, consistently charming, exhorting and dazzling, pursued the life of a gentleman and a scholar with a fine disdain for his tradesmen’s bills. Those with such a glowing conviction of others’ obligations often have the happy knack of convincing society that it does, indeed, owe them a living, at least for a while. The one to be pitied is the partner, expected to forgive and forgive again, when there is nothing in the pantry and no money to buy shoes. She, at least, cannot support the delusion of grandeur, but neither can she voice her disapproval very freely when everyone else believes her husband to be so charming, so cultivated and so gifted—and when she also wishes secretly that the mirage of position were a reality. Behind closed doors her reproaches can be predicted, along with the kind of defense William would be expected to make. Besides, he was capable of fits of generosity, with a devilish willingness to clean out his pockets if, by some chance, there was money in them. When Lizzie got married, William helped her fiancé pick out a lavish wedding gift: a Story and Camp organ. He even paid for the freight, his daughter noted with satisfaction. William never suspected that he might be playing a role in his own downfall. His daughter recalled that, as an old man, her father gloomily reviewed his past and concluded that he had never had a chance.

If one accepts the possibility that money—how to get it and spend it—was one of the enduring battles raging between Anna and William, it becomes easier to see why the marriage failed. Anna would not have minded the hard work (after all, she was a farmer’s daughter), but she would have minded the fact that life never seemed to get any easier. She, with three of her husband’s children to take care of, would have resented his cavalier attitude toward feeding and clothing them. She would have been disappointed that she, with some social status in the community as the pastor’s wife, did not have the house to go with it. She once told her daughter Jennie that she had lived for years in the hope that she might one day be able to indulge in her love for beautiful objects. Against all the odds, she had made sure the children would not suffer. In old age her thoughts returned to the endless household work it had taken to bring up children and make them look tidy on no money at all. Of all the crosses she had to bear, cooking was perhaps the worst. She never had managed to like it. As for the times when they would have to pack up and leave, swallow their pride and beg their relatives for a roof over their heads, these were the unkindest of all. When Frank was apparently snubbed by a relative and complained about it to his mother, Anna replied that this was nothing new. She had suffered from the same treatment when she had been bundled off to her father’s one summer because they were penniless. Anna did not reproach her relatives who, she implied, were justified. The person who had let them down was Frank’s father.

Money can often be a substitute for love, and perhaps it became such a central issue because Anna felt that William did not love her, or did not love her enough. She had, after all, grown up in constant competition with her brothers and sisters for her parents’ attention. She had, after all, married someone she might have expected to be paternal, someone much more outwardly self-assured, certainly more accomplished, than she was, someone she hoped would lift her to a higher social and intellectual plane. So he had disappointed her on this score. Furthermore, she apparently discovered very soon that William’s heart still belonged, if not to Permelia, then certainly to Permelia’s children and especially to Elizabeth. Elizabeth Wright Heller’s memoir of her childhood paints a classic portrait of a hateful, vengeful, almost demonic stepmother, and one gains the impression that Anna was competing with her stepchildren for their father’s attention as a child among children, while using an adult’s unfair advantage. When Anna went for her, Lizzie would run to hide behind her father, and Anna would have to stop, like a child caught misbehaving. Lizzie casually observed that her stepmother was actually jealous of her. Anna’s fierce absorption in her firstborn begins to take on another aspect if one places it within the framework of her particular emotional dilemma: she was just one more in the crowd fighting a losing battle for love. Her husband might prefer his little girl (and, after all, those children belonged to the Holcomb family, not the Lloyd Joneses, if one accepts her Welsh reasoning), but her baby boy, and later her girls, were hers alone. Anna turned on Frank the full force of her starved emotional needs, and if there was a considerable element of primitive vindictiveness involved, and if she could get even with William by attacking Elizabeth and adoring Frank, so much the better. William had failed her in the most crucial way a husband can fail a wife. He had withheld the undivided love that was her due, and so he owed her money.

Frank Lloyd Wright always explained that his choice of profession had been decided for him by his mother before he was born. The good-natured way in which he seemed to imply that he had never had any alternative was, no doubt, perfectly true. But to believe that the choice of architecture was frivolously made would be to misunderstand Anna Lloyd Wright and her priorities as the pioneering daughter of Welsh immigrants. Her brothers had obediently made their own wishes sub servient to the group’s needs. Thomas, the firstborn, had painstakingly evolved from backwoods carpenter to a man who could design and build a house. At the time of Frank’s birth, he was thirty-seven years old and in demand all over The Valley. That he might have served as an exemplary model is obvious; as Anna’s eldest brother, his importance would have been second only to “Ein Tad’s.” What the family needed now was someone to build a church for them, the religious radicals and outcasts, in their adopted Valley. Erecting a building consecrated to their beliefs was their goal and passion in the years when Frank was growing up and “Ein Tad” was still alive. There is reason to doubt whether the wood engravings of English cathedrals that Wright describes in his autobiography could have been hanging around his crib as early as he thought they were. The point at issue here surely is that this is what Wright thought he remembered. From Frank’s earliest moments Anna had successfully managed to fix his gaze on the future work she had planned for him. Wright wrote in his autobiography, “The boy, she said, was to build beautiful buildings … she intended him to be an Architect.” That he should capitalize the word also reflects her influence. “I had grown up from childhood with the idea that there was nothing quite so sacrosanct, so high, so sacred as an architect, a builder,” he said in later years. Behind that belief was Anna’s central philosophy, as summed up in her favorite quotation from Shakespeare, “And this our life, exempt from public haunt/ Finds tongues in trees, books in the running brooks/ Sermons in stones, and good in everything.” For “good in everything,” Anna would have substituted the word God. “And I say they are just alike; only Jenkin preached; Frank builds.” So, to prepare her son for his elevated future role, Anna, believing in prenatal influences, tried to keep her thoughts on a higher plane. But she was also an experienced teacher, and the actual prospect of having a child could well have plunged her into her first real study of child development. Entirely self-educated, with no formal training to bias her responses, she was very receptive to new ideas. The summer of Frank’s birth, her sister Nell, twenty-two, would have been finishing her studies, and sister Jennie, at nineteen, would have been starting her own. It seems possible, even likely, that whatever Nell and Jennie were learning at this impressionable stage would have been handed on to Anna; Jennie, after all, would become a director in charge of training teachers in kindergarten methods. When she came to write about their mother, Jennie observed, “When … I took up the study of early child development as voiced by Froebel and others, I was astonished to find how very familiar the philosophy seemed.…” So the link is a direct one through Jane Lloyd Jones to Anna Lloyd Wright and the teachings of the great Friedrich Froebel, a pioneer in the field of early child development and inventor of the kindergarten.

The early life of Friedrich Wilhelm August Froebel, born in the small German principality of Schwarzburg-Rudolstadt, Germany, late in the eighteenth century, has certain parallels with that of Anna Lloyd Wright and her sisters. He, too, was the child of a pastor (in his case, a Lutheran), and if the Lloyd Jones girls saw little of their mother, he saw nothing at all, since his died when he was nine months old. Like them, he idealized her, “creating in his imagination an ideal mother who is the central figure in one of his most famous books, Mother Songs and Games, where she is virtually canonized as a saint,” his biographer wrote. He was a solitary boy and spent much time, as they did, in direct contemplation of nature. He, too, felt he had gained an insight into the essential unity of things through such daily exposure. Like Froebel, Anna believed education must provide the child with an awareness of the natural law, so as to “develop the powers of reason and convey a sense of the harmony and order of God: ‘God’s works reflect the logic of his spirit and human education cannot do anything better than imitate the logic of nature.’ ” Anna’s dictum that “education [was] the direct manifestation of God,” as her son described it, would seem directly derived from Froebel; his belief in the “Divine Principle of Unity” would have had an irresistible appeal for her. As her son wrote of the Lloyd Joneses, “UNITY was their watchword, the sign and symbol that thrilled them, the UNITY of all things!” In his Rousseauian belief in the essential goodness of the human spirit, and his emphasis on nature and spirit as manifestations of an ultimate reality, Froebel was rebelling against the whole concept of education as it was then taught. Children were not, as they were being treated, inert lumps of clay to be imprinted with a teacher’s stamp, but potentially creative, productive beings whose active wills should be encouraged, whose latent abilities studied and whose physical development carefully fostered. One dared not wait until school age, Froebel reasoned. One had to begin at the age of three or before; one had to educate the mother so that she, too, worked toward her child’s harmonious unfolding. One started with the right clothes, the proper diet, the right influences, the correct games and exercises, and plenty of healthy, spontaneous contact with the natural world. Froebel’s games and exercises—called “gifts”—are the area of his teachings most often mentioned in a discussion of Wright’s development as an architect. Wright was already nine years old before he was introduced to these kindergarten training aids, the first textbook in English having been published two years before (in 1874). The main issue, however, should be how soon Anna was introduced to Froebel’s ideas and how extensive his influence was. It seems likely that from Wright’s earliest childhood she followed his precepts to the letter, and that a great deal of the successful nurturing of Wright’s genius is due to the enlightened teachings of Friedrich Froebel.
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Pupils of the seventh and eighth grades of the Second Ward School, Madison, 1880–81: Frank Lloyd Wright, age thirteen, last row at top right, wearing a neckline bow and a belted jacket (picture credit 3.2)

“At length every king will call me Taliesin.…” It is perfectly true that a broad high forehead was one of Wright’s most telling physical characteristics. Apart from this distinctive feature, one would not have called him handsome at any age. His face was too long and thin, his chin tended to recede, his nose was too prominent, and his mouth, full-lipped when he was young, pulled into a thin sharp line as he aged. He resembled his emphatically featured mother more than he did his debonair father or his Welsh uncles, with their even features, square cheekbones and impudent eyes.

Conventions of the day ensured that no expression might animate the early portraits that have survived of Wright as a child and adolescent, and so evidence of the allure of his personality—the mercurial shifts of mood, the avid interest in ideas, the impudent wit and fierce enthusiasms—comes later. One sees only a look of earnest—one would have said, high-minded—purpose and some hint of the forcefulness of his character by the directness of his gaze.

He was blessed all his life with a superb physical constitution. Contrary to some beliefs, Wright was perfectly capable of telling a story against himself, and liked to talk about the time when he thought he was really ill and needed a gallbladder operation. He sought the advice of G. I. Gurdjieff, philosopher and mystic, spiritual advisor to Olgivanna Wright, whom she also consulted about physical ailments. After a searching look at Wright’s eyes, Gurdjieff invited the couple to dinner. He had prepared the most indigestible meal Wright had ever seen in his life. A succession of hot dishes (presumably curries) was followed by a salad tossed with mysterious ingredients and washed down with a large glass of Armagnac. Believing that he was in for it either way, Wright obediently swallowed the lot. That night he felt absolutely terrible. “Well I guess that settles it!” he told Olgivanna. “You’re a widow now!” He finally managed to sleep and, in the morning, what had been “burned out” of him was the notion that there was anything wrong with his digestion. Credit for that enduring vitality can be given to Froebel if Anna had, indeed, learned anything from him, since her attitude toward nutrition was a model of enlightened thinking. There never was any nonsense about pies, cakes and store candies, or even fancy sauces and similar culinary elaborations. The stern emphasis was always on quality food and plenty of it, in its plainest possible guise: healthful stews, brown breads, unsweetened fruits, unadorned meats and the inclusion of the skins of fruits and vegetables for their sun-baked, life-giving qualities. She would have learned about the medicinal value of herbs from her mother, and certainly put more faith in natural remedies than store-bought ones. Elizabeth Wright Heller, who has almost nothing good to say about her stepmother, did concede that when she was ill with “inflammatory rheumatism,” presumably rheumatoid arthritis, Anna gave her a series of water treatments that eased her pain when nothing else helped, and nursed her selflessly until she recovered. In her memoir Lizzie was willing to give Anna credit where it was due. Anna’s valuable legacy to her son was a lifelong preference for simple, healthful dishes and a trust in the body’s own recuperative powers. He knew it, although he could not resist reproaching her with these beliefs occasionally. “Bringing up your children on graham bread, porridge and religion, are you?” he would retort, and try to make it sting.

As for Wright’s upbringing, it is always assumed that he was a mama’s boy and that this pampering is responsible for certain shortcomings of character. As is usual with such conclusions there is a partial truth to the observation. One of his students wondered, in later years, how “Mr. Wright,” as he was always called, could have lived even for a day without a wife. He never made his own bed, picked up his clothes or washed his socks. Shirts remained wherever he dropped them, and if there were no clean ones, he would just wear a dirty one again.

If being wholeheartedly for her child, encouraging him and giving him daily signs of her devotion, was spoiling him, then Anna indulged Frank to good effect. Her conviction that he was destined for greatness gave him, without a doubt, the fortitude he needed once he was launched into his precarious profession, the determination to do well and the air of assurance that caused closefisted businessmen to part with large sums without a murmur.

Her partisanship, however, contained an element that was less constructive. It reinforced her son’s belief that the feelings of others need not be taken into account, and discouraged any tendency to empathize. It also helped foster a feeling of guilt and challenged his innate sense of fairness. An incident from childhood, which he relates in his autobiography, illustrates this. He and his parents were spending a spring and summer in The Valley staying with his grandfather (this was probably 1878, when Frank was turning eleven). As he was playing in the fields with his cousins, none of whom he knew well, he got the idea that it would be great fun to have a party that evening. The more he imagined it, the more real it became. It is conceivable, though he does not mention it, that the party was his attempt to gain stature in the eyes of these cousins. At any rate he described the party in such vivid detail—the presents, the feast and the games—that he had them all convinced, and was half convinced himself.

His cousins went home to get dressed, and he returned to the house, saying nothing. Evening came and the boys, all washed and brushed up, appeared at the door in their best clothes. To her son’s great relief, Anna took in the situation at a glance. She made molasses candy, gave them popcorn and ginger cookies, persuaded her husband to play “Pop Goes the Weasel” on his violin and even found presents of a sort for the guests. In short, sensing his need to make an impression, she entered wholeheartedly into the game. Her ability to empathize was admirable. However, she ruined the effect by what happened next. She asked him, “Why did you want to fool your cousins, Frank?” He started talking fast. Of course he had no intention of doing any such thing. They had spoiled it all by believing him. They should never have shown up expecting a party: the technique commonly known as blaming the victim. And Anna, instead of pointing out gently what was happening, allowed Frank to talk his way out of it. He wrote, “And Mother understood. Nobody else.”

What is interesting about this episode are the questions it raises as one sees Wright frantically trying to exonerate himself. As the French have it, Qui s’excuse, s’accuse, and the fear of being blamed runs parallel, in the Lloyd Jones family, with an image of God the Father that is much closer to the avenging God of the Old Testament than the forgiving God of the New. He makes this clear in the first pages of his autobiography, when he describes his terror of his grandfather, mixed up in his mind with the prophet Isaiah: “Isaiah’s awful Lord smote the poor multitudes with a mighty continuous smite, never taking away the gory, dreadful hand outstretched to smite more.…” Terrible punishments awaited the wrongdoer unless he could somehow argue his way free. By the age of ten, Wright was already a master. That, however, meant he must forever live with the uncomfortable feeling that he was getting away with something. One of Wright’s less amiable traits was his talent for bamboozling others and getting the better of them. That would give rise to severe self-reproach as he weighed his own actions and found himself wanting. “Now that I am actually embarked,” he wrote to his sister Jennie in 1905, as he left for his first trip to Japan, “I feel like an escaped convict, as though I had taken something which didn’t belong to me and was trying to get away with it.”

In short, Wright was in an emotional double bind: too frightened of the consequences to confess his wrongdoing, and too influenced by overly stringent standards of personal conduct to avoid the reproaches of a censorious conscience. His solution was to refine his techniques of avoiding the issues, and if he learned to be unscrupulous, and blame others for his own shortcomings, then he would worry about it later. In short, he was the victim of an upbringing that was erratic as well as arbitrary, sometimes believed to be the most difficult for any child to surmount. His parents’ attitudes veered between being too lax and too rigid and coercive. Although Frank seldom experienced the rough side of Anna’s tongue, he could not have avoided knowing that she, when aroused, could be a frightening figure, as Lizzie had learned to her cost. That was one more reason for keeping Anna placated and charmed, so that he would never be subjected to similar treatment.

One sees similarly contradictory traits of behavior in what can be discerned about the complex personality of William Carey Wright. One has seen how this model of bonhomie, learning and accomplishment, who began every new start with renewed hope and easy successes, always seemed to snatch failure from the jaws of victory. There was a strain of pessimism that underlay the sunny surface. In future years he would give his first family—Charles, George and Elizabeth—the uncritical love and support he withheld in some measure from Jennie and Maginel, and, it seems clear, denied his son Frank. While doing justice to his father as a musician and intellectual, Frank called him “irascible.” Taking piano lessons was an ordeal: “His knuckles were rapped by the lead pencil in the impatient hand that would sometimes force the boy’s hand into position at practice time.…” Resentful of Anna’s preferential treatment, perhaps sensing the flaw in her handling of her son, William tried to overcompensate by not letting Frank get away with anything. In one famous episode, Frank describes the ordeal of pumping the bellows of the organ his father played in church and the agony of being forced to keep pumping, even when his arms felt as if they would fall off. He wrote, curiously in the third person, “The boy worked away for dear life to keep air in the bellows, knowing only too well what would happen to him should he give out.” The inference was that he would be “taken to the woodshed,” although, if one believes Lizzie, that did not happen often enough. And when Anna saw William rolling up his sleeves and heading for Frank, she would, like the tactician she was, pick a fight with Jennie so as to divert her husband’s attention because “she knew Father thought more of Jennie than he did of Frank,” Lizzie wrote. Lizzie was already shrewdly aware of the manipulative moves of adults, and no doubt Frank learned once more that unscrupulous behavior was perfectly acceptable in the right cause.

Another famous incident from Wright’s autobiography describes his introduction to farm life—when he was sent to stay on Uncle James’s farm in The Valley—and the backbreaking work involved. While one believes that farm work was just as arduous as Wright described it, the main reason for its detailed description would seem to be to arouse the reader’s sympathy for the small victim. He, hardly more than a child, was actually being worked until he dropped, if one can believe him, under the unrelenting gaze of the adults. Whenever he protested, they simply told him to “add tired to tired” (that maxim he quoted so approvingly in later years). What appeared to make an indelible impression on him was that no matter how much he tried to wriggle his way out of the work, they would not let him get away. The first time he escaped he was discovered and treated with kindness by his Uncle Enos, and persuaded to return. The second time, Uncle James found him, and perhaps he was not so forgiving, because once inside the farm gate, his nephew disappeared once more. All night, he lay in a haystack, listening to the calls of his uncle and aunt and feeling triumphant. “An eye for an eye, and tooth for a tooth,” he exulted. It was “worthy of Isaiah.” It was a temporary victory since he was back at work the next day. For once he had lost, or had he? That summer, whenever he could slip away, he would sit and daydream. Then Uncle James would call again, “Frank! Frank! Come back!”—and he would know he had won. It is a very interesting episode since it demonstrates the solution he would choose, all his life, when faced with what seemed to be an intolerable situation. It also betrays a certain need for vindictive triumph that, as an adult, would reinforce his determination to win, whatever the cost.

On the surface, then, adults in the Lloyd Jones and Wright branches of Frank Lloyd Wright’s family tree tried to hold themselves and their offspring to exacting standards of morality. Obedience was stressed, but beneath the façade, these same grown-ups schemed and connived, hitting back when they were hurt, manipulating others, getting even, denying their true motives, showing themselves to be inconsistent and emotionally immature. As heirs to minority status, proud of their radical tradition and centuries of guerrilla resistance they, by accident or design, seemed to be training their children to be rebels. The memoirs of Elizabeth Heller and Frank Lloyd Wright both suggest this. Anna Lloyd Wright would fly at Elizabeth in a rage and, one gets the impression, use her as a substitute for the real target of her wrath. Once that pattern was clear, William sent his daughter to live with relatives and, during her years of transition from child to adolescent, Lizzie’s feelings underwent a transformation from stark terror to a determination to get even. This transformation of attitude was helped by her discovery that at least one of Anna’s daughters was not in the least scared of her mother, but talked back to her. Lizzie recalled that on one occasion when Anna was complaining unfairly about her husband, Jennie sharply reprimanded her. To Lizzie’s astonishment, nothing happened. Pretty soon Lizzie was bold enough to try the same tactic. One day, Anna observed her stepdaughter outside the house talking to a group of her school friends and wanted to know what they had been talking about. Anna was sure she was being criticized behind her back. Lizzie piped up boldly that Anna was about the last subject she ever wanted to bring up, and her stepmother, for once, could not think of a thing to say.

There are similar parallels in the relationship between William Carey Wright and his son. That emotionally distant, demanding, secretly jealous parent presented essentially the same conundrum to his son that Anna Lloyd Wright had presented to her stepdaughter, and was offering a similar indoctrination. As a small child, Frank looked up to the formidable figure of his father in the Weymouth, Massachusetts, pulpit, from his seat below, in the front row of the church, with mingled respect and fear. But one Sunday morning, when the family was walking to church and Frank was seven years old, his father discovered he had forgotten to put on a necktie. He ran back to get one, but the key to the house would not work, and he had to break through a window. Finally William Wright reappeared, wearing a necktie at last but with a bleeding finger. The discovery that, behind the august façade, was a flustered human being had an effect on Frank, young as he was. He explained, “I looked up at him and … saw him differently.… And do you know he didn’t seem at all formidable after that.” By the time Frank had become an adolescent, he, too, saw his relationship with his father as a battle of wills, one he intended to win. Just before his father left home, he took Frank into the stable to be “thrashed.” Wright wrote, “…  the young rebel got his father down on the floor, held him there until his father promised to let him alone.” He later explained to his mother that his father was to blame for thinking he could still use physical punishment on his son. What William Wright had to say was not recorded, but the main point was that he had allowed his son to prevail. Defiance, in other words, had been rewarded.

The incident directly parallels the period when Wright, himself the father of adolescent sons, dealt with rebellion in an identical manner. He describes an occasion when Lloyd and John decided to soak him with a garden hose, on the front lawn, in full view of a group of neighbors. Despite his angry shouts they refused to stop. Wright finally “charged” them, soaking wet, while his neighbors roared. Authority, Wright noted ruefully, was “getting a bad break.” Another lesson in outwitting the pendragon was being handed on, as no doubt it had been for centuries. It is significant that in describing the moment when he wrestled with and defeated his father, Frank Lloyd Wright called himself “the young rebel.”

“All art constantly aspires towards the condition of music.…” He was proud of his father and particularly of his musical talent. Both he and Maginel have a similar memory of their father in the midst of composing a particular waltz, rondo, galop or polka, scurrying from his desk to piano and back again, his pen held crosswise in his mouth and ink on his whiskers. Maginel recalled him singing “Rocked in the Cradle of the Deep,” accompanying himself, with his white head thrown back. Frank remembered the evenings when, as he hovered between sleeping and waking, he heard his father playing the piano into the small hours, dreamily memorizing great stretches of Bach’s preludes and Beethoven’s symphonies, those great cathedrals of sound. He took up the piano eagerly and had learned many of Mendelssohn’s “Songs Without Words” by heart by the time he was an adolescent, as well as Beethoven’s Minuet in G. By his own account he would have to be prevented from showing off at every opportunity. What he remembered best were evenings when Jennie, equally eager, would play and he and his friends would sing Gilbert and Sullivan—all the rage at the time—while Mother, with Maginel on her lap, made an appreciative audience and Father’s study door was open to “let in the fun.” Those evenings, he wrote, “were no concerts. They were happy riots. No one could tell where laughter left off and singing began.” His descriptions put one in mind of analyses of painting by Walter Pater (1839–1894), who was, with the great English art critic and writer John Ruskin, and with A. W. N. Pugin, an early-nineteenth-century British reformer, one of the leading theoreticians of the Aesthetic Movement in the arts, architecture and interior decor that was in vogue in the post—Civil War years when Wright was growing up. For Wright, music would become an integral part of a room, essential to his concept of harmonious living. Pater, too, seemed to conclude that the work of the artist Giorgione had reached particularly sublime heights for its ability to suggest that his scenes were filled with music, whether he was depicting a pastoral glade, a pool in which people were fishing or a moment “in the twilight, as one passes through an unfamiliar room.” And Wright’s comment “Living seemed a kind of listening to him—then” exactly mirrors Pater’s “Life itself is conceived as a sort of listening.”

The sensibility that Emerson said “distinguishes the stick of timber of the wood-cutter from the tree of the poet” is at work in Wright’s reminiscences about his life on Uncle James’s farm. Wright was never too exhausted or thirsty to miss, in the midst of taking a draft of cool water, the sound of a meadowlark. He was alert to the “world of daylight gold” that Pater, too, saw woven through every facet of the Italian landscape, even the blackest cypress. Wright delighted in “night shadows so wonderfully blue,” in the “dark sprays of slender metallic straight lines,” in “catkins cutting circles,” “milkweed blossoming to scatter its snowy fleece on every breeze” and even such humble and ignored sights as a patch of dead weeds glinting against a background of snow. His lyrical passages, self-conscious as they are, do give a vivid testimony to the fact that very little ever escaped his gaze. In fact, he had an extraordinary visual memory, and it is doubtful whether he ever forgot anything he saw. If, as he described his responses, he intended to explain the lessons he was learning from nature, then he had fastened on the first imperative, as Pater saw it, i.e., to experience the sensuous element of art. As for Mr. Emerson, whom “one’s mother, father, aunts and uncles were always quoting,” Maginel wrote, he believed that “such is … the plastic power of the human eye, that the primary forms, as the sky, the mountain, the tree, the animal, give us a delight in and for themselves.…” Such raw material then had to be transformed by what Pater called “the informing, artistic spirit.” The subject matter of a poem, or the content of a painting and the circumstances that had brought them both about, must be considered secondary to the “form, the spirit of the handling,” Pater believed. This aspect “should become an end in itself, should penetrate every part of the matter.” It was the final goal toward which all art was striving. One senses that Wright was groping toward a similar conclusion when he wrote that an architect needed to understand “the secret that gave character to the trees.”
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