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William Benton’s biography is a portrait of a creative
public man, and the reflection of an era. An advertis-
ing genius, an innovator in education, a publishing
giant, and a deeply committed statesman in national
government, in his life Benton has put his distinctive
mark upon nearly every sphere of twentieth-century
America.

Benton was an exceptional advertising man of the
19205, not only because he was co-founder and presi-
dent of the flourishing New York agency Benton and
Bowles, but because he got out. Madison Avenue ex-
pertise and a family tradition of teaching united bril-
liantlyin his subsequent association with The University
of Chicago during the Hutchins administration. At
the same time, Benton involved himself in countless
business ventures. Some were private successes, like
Muzak. Others, such as the acquisition and develop-
ment of the Encyclopaedia Britannica, were undertaken
in the interest of the university.

As a political figure —senator, assistant secretary of
state, ambassador to UNESCO —Benton was close to
the center of the most significant events of his time.
His experiences, such as his initiative in starting the

(Continued on back flap)

Committee for Economic Development, are now an
essential part of the record. Most dramatic was his
courageous fight against Senator Joseph McCarthy,
when he not only took the lead but for a long time
stood alone in the Senate.

In telling the story of Benton’s involvements, Sidney
Hyman re-creates major events and personalities of
recent history. He has had the rare luxury of full ac-
cess to Benton’s personal and business correspondence.
What emerges from this exceptional chronicle is a
lively picture of one American who has succeeded in
meshing self-interest with a genuine idealism —a

unique man of our time.

SipNey Hyman, Senior Fellow of the Adlai Stevenson
Institute of International Affairs, is the author of two
books, The American President, and The Politics of
Consensus. A regular contributor to the New York Times
Magazine, Look, and The Reporter, he has been a visiting
professor at the Johns Hopkins graduate school in
Bologna, Italy, and lecturer abroad for the Depart-
ment of State.
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Harper's Unh\'ersity
The Beginnings
Richard J. Storr

This volume is an account of the driving forces, ambitions,
ideals, and sometimes colliding personalities that combined
to bring about the establishment of The University of Chi-
cago. At the heart of the University’s beginnings and de-
velopment is the dynamic professor who became its first
president, William Rainey Harper. Recaptured here is the
drama of the early life of the University when a balance was
struck between President Harper's greatness of intention

and founder John D. Rocketeller’s prudent support.

The University of Utopia
Robert M. Hutchins

*“This book is about the hazards to education in the United
States,’” wrote the lormer chancellor of The University of
Chicago in his introduction to the first edition. *‘The
principal ones seem to be those associated with industriali-
zation, specialization, philosophical diversity, and social and
political conformity . . . . I shall hope to indicate methods
by which these hazards can be overcome.”’

““Mr. Hutchins is as lively and aggressive as usual; this
short essay is a potent challenge to those who are opposed
to and those who are ignorant of the values of the liberal

arts.”’ —Saturday Review
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The decorative panels reproduced on the endpapers are from de-
signs by the late British scholar and typographer Stanley Morison.
The wood engravings are by the noted British designer and en-
graver Reynolds Stone. They were executed for a surprise keep-
sake presented to William Benton on his sixty-fiftth birthday.
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Preface

I was inmy last year as a student at the University of Chicago when
the thirty-seven-year-old William Burnett Benton, Yale ’21, and a
recently resigned partner in the New York advertising firm of Ben-
ton and Bowles, arrived on the university campus as a newly ap-
pointed vice-president. The time was October 1937, and from then
until 1960, a detail about the man in motion would suddenly flash
into my view and just as suddenly fade out. It was like a newsreel,
a thing of snippets without context.

At first, the snippets were confined to comic anecdotes about Ben-
ton. The net impression they gave was that at some point in his past
he had started on a cross-country race against the absolute of time
itself and that, in running it, he always looked for short cuts so that
a minute saved on one task could be used on another. It was never
said that Benton looked for short cuts to and through Heaven. But
I did hear that he once bustled into the office of John Howe, his Uni-
versity of Chicago assistant, and said earnestly: “John, I’ve talked
to three different people today at three different times, and all
brought up the name of Saint Thomas Aquinas. Will you please give
me a one-page memorandum stating what Saint Thomas is all about,
and why he is so much discussed on the campus?” It was a little hard
to explain that Saint Thomas was about thirteen volumes in a Sheed
and Ward edition, plus a vast commentary accumulated over seven
centuries of Western thought.

Though I was a student collector of “Bentonisms,” I never met
the man, never heard him speak, never read anything he wrote, and
I saw him only twice. Once was at a distance. Once was closer, when
our paths crossed on campus while he was talking with the univer-
sity’s president, Robert Maynard Hutchins, also Yale *21. In that
fleeting moment, I saw only that Benton was a man of medium height
and of compact athletic build. His hair was brown and wavy. His
eyes were neither “soft”” nor “hard’ nor “piercing.” “Alert” would
be the more apt word. His nose had a broken ridge and a sharp
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point, and his face had a squarish cut and a freshly scrubbed pinkish
tone. The clothes he wore looked expensive and neat. But above all,
he had the jaunty bounce of a man who took seriously Emerson’s
injunction: “First, be a good animal.”

In later years I read or heard about the different turns Benton’s
career had taken—in education, publishing, the State Department,
the United States Senate, and many private associations. It was not
until 1959 that I had my first direct contact with Benton, and then
only by letter. At the request of former Secretary of State Dean
Acheson, the chairman of a panel under the Democratic Advisory
Council to the Democratic National Committee, I had prepared a
draft paper called “The Reconstruction of the Presidency.” When
the draft was sent to the panel members for comments, most of the
members failed to respond at all. The few who did confined them-
selves to correcting the misdemeanor of a comma in the wrong place.
The saving exception was Benton’s response. It came back to me
within a day in the form of a long letter packed with precise sugges-
tions for changes. Nothing of what he said quite matched the
memories I had of the man about whom so many comic anecdotes
were told at the University of Chicago.

There was a postscript to his response, revealing certain personal
experiences he had in connection with the emergence of General
Dwight D. Eisenhower as the 1952 Republican presidential candi-
date. In my own reply, thanking Benton for his work on the draft
pamphlet, I mentioned the postscript and said that it had shed new
light on a story I thought Iknew by heart. I added that he doubtless
had other personal experiences which, if told, could light up many
corners of contemporary American history. Had he, I asked, ever
thought of writing his autobiography?

I did not know at the time that Benton responded to questions in
a split-level way. Those put to him on paper, however embarrassing,
are answered promptly and fully. But at his invitation and expense,
you can go half way around the world to question him face to face,
only to find on arrival that because he is absorbed in other things,
the chance of asking the question and getting an answer can be as
slow in materializing as is the promise in the road signs reading
“Christ is coming.”

Since my question about the autobiography was in writing, there
was a swift reply to it. Benton said that the idea had been urged
on him by others, but that he had rejected it. Autobiographies, said
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he, were a form of necrophilia. They forced a person to look back on
his life. He preferred to look ahead and, in fact, was busy at that
very moment with a number of new projects which would give him
no time to write an autobiography. Further, while he doubted that
he could tell the full truth about himself, he was positive that he
would not and could not tell the full truth about his friends. He
valued their good opinion and saw no point in dwelling publicly on
their shortcomings. These considerations, said he, operating in
other cases, explained why so few good autobiographies were ever
written. Casanova’s, to be sure, was a good one, but Casanova had
no wife, no children, no family. His autobiography, written when he
was in his seventies, was designed primarily to entertain the German
princeling for whom he worked as a librarian. To this Benton added
another tidbit of contemporary American history to which he had
been a party, and which was wholly new to me.

Our subsequent exchanges about an autobiography came to noth-
ing. The man, nonetheless, remained on my mind.

In February 1960, in New York with several hours to spare, I
called at Benton’s office to visit John Howe, his assistant and my
friend since University of Chicago days. The office at 342 Madison
Avenue had none of the features associated with a Hollywood ver-
sion of a high-styled “Madison Avenue suite.” When you opened
the door, you found yourself in a place of work whose furnishings
were in the style of Grand Rapids Utilitarian. There was no waiting
room, and no one waiting. The secretaries in sight seemed friendly
in an unaffected way. Several worked at desks in an open room to the
right. Several worked at desks in an open room to the left. Leading
off from the open rooms were three small enclosed offices. John
Howe, the chief of staff, and the only man on it, used one of these. A
larger one was equipped for use by Benton’s friends or business
associates passing through New York. Benton himself occupied an
office of about the same size. It had a ‘“homey” atmosphere, and
what made it so were the walls covered with news photographs, car-
toons, plaques, scrolls, framed ribbons, and medallions. Each had a
meaning at a particular stage of Benton’s life, and all together they
formed a graphic biography of it.

In the course of my talk with John Howe, I mentioned my corre-
spondence with Benton concerning a proposed autobiography.
John, who had followed the correspondence, turned the case around.
Would I, he asked, consider writing a biography of the man? He
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went on to explain that Benton, whose career as a Democratic
United States senator from Connecticut had been aborted by the
Eisenhower landslide in 1952, had a reasonable chance to get the
1962 Connecticut Democratic nomination to the Senate seat. If so,
a biography focused on his public career since leaving the advertis-
ing agency of Benton and Bowles in 1936 might help lay to rest the
old charges that he was just a “slick Madison Avenue huckster.”
There would be no constraints on what I wrote. “Beardsley Ruml,”
said John, quoting a man I knew and admired, “will tell you that
Bill Benton is an open book who hides nothing about himself. That’s
the kind of biography you will be free to write if the proposal in-
terests you.”

After much yes and no talk back and forth, it was agreed that 1
would spend several weeks studying Benton’s files and would then
decide whether or not to undertake the biography.

In the weeks that followed, I encamped in a room lined with Ben-
ton’s files. All were superbly organized. All were open to inspection
regardless of the intimate nature of the material they contained.
Nothing was under lock and key. Nothing was withheld. I cannot
say that the sampling process brought a coherent view of the whole
of Benton’s life. I saw but a fraction of that life—as may still be
the case. But what I saw was enough to provide some connecting
links between seemingly unrelated details I had previously known,
and they added up to the fact that here was an outsized man in
American life.

At the end of the sampling process, I told John Howe that I was
ready to undertake the biography on a schedule that called for six
months of work in 1960 and another six in 1961. The book would be
ready for publication by June 1962.

Subsequently, when Benton returned from a Latin-American tour
with Governor Adlai Stevenson, I finally met him for the first time.
The place was in his New York office at noon on his sixtieth birth-
day, 1 April 1960.

Against the retained image of the man I once saw walking with
Hutchins on the University of Chicago campus, Benton’s hair was
graying ; he had put on a little weight—but not too much; he still
had the same freshly scrubbed pinkish look; there were a few lines
around his eyes, and some which bracketed his mouth. But the rest
of his face was free of the grooves formed by the afflictions of life. He
seemed a singularly happy man, a little high-pitched in voice, and
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charged with a vitality that made a younger man like myself feel
old by comparison.

He was courtly in the manner of his greeting, and he made com-
plimentary references to things I had written. But now, too, I
learned first hand that in Benton’s Decalogue, the first command-
ment was “Thou shalt not kill time.” He was in a great hurry. He
had another appointment, and he could talk to me only while walk-
ing out of his office, down the corridor, then in the crowded elevator,
out of the office building, and during the taxi ride to the place of his
appointment. He talked as if no one else were nearby, or had ears,
or he didn’t care what other people overheard since he had nothing
to conceal.

He said he had as many objections to the idea of a biography as
to an autobiography. However, I could go ahead with the book on
the terms proposed, but I must understand at the outset that he was
too busy to give me very much time.

Imanaged to say that lengthy conversations would not be neces-
sary; his files were exceptionally orderly and comprehensive—and
became the source for many of the quoted passages in this book.
(For many years he had made it a habit to jot down the key words
and the essence of virtually every significant conversation he had,
committing the whole exchange to a voluminous memorandum the
minute he got back to a dictating machine.) I went on to explain
that this did not mean that I could write a biography from written
records alone. Written records can produce their own distortions
of line simply because they exist and are at hand for ready use—
while the truth of what actually happened could be retrieved only
from faded or tangled memories of things spoken, said, seen, or
sensed. I would naturally interview Benton’s family, friends, and
associates, and his critics as well. But I had an instinctive feeling
that despite the limitations of written records, I would be relying
more heavily than usual on his files because of their unique nature.
I would follow lines of action in them until they led to dead-end
streets or to crossroads with confused directional signs. I would
then have to appeal to him for help.

Benton responded with a quick, “Yes, yes.” And that was about
all that was said on April Fools’ Day, 1960. No contract was ever
signed between us. My project was not to be an “authorized” biog-
raphy.

Except for a week in August 1960 spent as Benton’s guest aboard
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the Flying Clipper, a yacht he had chartered for a cruise around
the North Sea, I did not see him again for more than a year. All our
exchanges were by letter. Thus, when he was at his winter home in
Phoenix in March 1961, he wrote to say that he was sending to his
New York office a trunk full of material which he had not examined
in any detail. Perhaps it might contain something of interest to me.

What he had sent on was the kind of treasure trove biographers
dream of finding, yet few do. The trunk was crammed with the letters
he had written his mother from the time he had entered Shattuck
School in 1913 until 1942—the cutoff point being his mother’s
death. The trunk also contained many letters she had written him
in that same stretch of years, along with her own unpublished auto-
biography, diaries, letters to and from grandparents, aunts, uncles,
and cousins, and family records going back to the earliest days of
America.

In the case of the mother-son letters alone, the mass of confes-
sional detail, running into millions of words and extending over
three decades, gave me an inside view of Benton’s life as he was pass-
ing through various stages of growth on the way to maturity. In-
deed, in the writing of this biography, I was strongly tempted at one
point to confine the story to the mother-son relationship and then
add an abrupt QED—since everything else seemed to follow from
it. The temptation was resisted, but strong traces of it appear in
the extensive use of these letters in the first portions of this biog-
raphy.

In the spring of 1962 the original reason for writing this biog-
raphy was nullified. Abraham Ribicoff resigned as President Ken-
nedy’s secretary of health, education, and welfare, in order to seek
Connecticut’s Democratic nomination for a United States Senate
seat. The decision put an end to Benton’s chances for the nomina-
tion. The decision also removed the shadow of a “campaign biog-
raphy” from my writing project, besides removing the pressure of
the deadline previously set for finishing it.

With no deadline to work against, the biography moved forward
in spurts, between which it seemed to stop altogether. There were
dead-end streets, and open roads—as in the great mass of father-
son correspondence made available to me by Benton’s oldest son,
Charles. One year followed another. One draft followed another.
Old friends died. New ones were made. Hopes deferred were ful-
filled. Hopes about to be realized were frustrated. Old ventures were
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reorganized. New ones were launched. And as the passing years re-
vealed what the days hid, chapters of the biography which seemed
beyond need of further change had to be revised.

But there had to be a cutoff point somewhere. The point decided
on was the year 1968—the two hundredth anniversary of the En-
cyclopaedia Britannica, and the twenty-fifth anniversary of Ben-
ton’s work as its publisher and chairman of the board. There the
matter stands, though Benton’s own life continues to branch and
flare in new directions.

There are many Bill Bentons and the different angles of vision
brought to bear on him can lead to different reactions ranging from
awe to outrage. Speaking for myself as a biographer, from an initial
interest in the man, my own reactions evolved into a deepening
respect and then to a deepening affection for him. I know many of
his crotchets, and much about the way he can bruise the nerves of
other people without consciously intending to do so. I know that
like other strong personalities, he pays a price in weakness at some
points for the many elements of strength he possesses. But I also
am convinced of something else. Here is a man in ferment whose
name may be unknown to most Americans yet who, in the act of
educating himself, has had a profound effect on the education of an
ever widening circle of people in the United States and the world
over. That central fact forms the focal point for all the pages that
follow.

In the writing of the book, I accumulated debts of gratitude. I
owe them to the many people whose lives touched Benton’s, and who
either provided me with material for the manuscript, corrected my
errors of fact, or clarified my perceptions. This includes many of the
men and women whose names appear in connection with episodes
treated in the main text. Here, however, I must acknowledge the
special debt I owe to John Howe, and to Anne Cronin, Marie
Oginski, Harriet Kirby, Mildred Gorelik, and Kay Hart for the
infinitely patient way they answered my many questions bearing on
the difference between the real and seemingly real in the story to be
told, and helped otherwise. I am grateful also to Fairfax Cone,
chairman of the board of trustees of the University of Chicago, who
suggested the title for the book, and to Professor Frank Freidel of
Harvard, who read the text from the standpoint of its worth as a
work of scholarship. Above all, I am in debt to Bruce L. Felknor,
who undertook an editorial task that was beyond my own capacity.
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He brought a fresh pair of eyes to an oversized manuscript and, in a
word-by-word reading of the text, showed me where to cut some
50,000 words—and to reorganize many of the rest—so that the es-
sential elements of the narrative could emerge with greater clarity.
There would have been no book at all without his help, and without
the judgment he showed in outflanking difficulties which had seemed
insuperable to me.
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The Turning Point

Before there could be a Moses, said Machiavelli, there must first
have been Children of Israel who wanted to get out of Egypt. Wil-
liam (“Bill”) Benton got at least halfway out of Egypt all by him-
self. On 1 April 1936, his thirty-sixth birthday, his resignation as
head of the New York advertising agency of Benton and Bowles
became official. Twelve days later, the news was released to the press.
But there was a question to be asked. What was he to do with him-
self ? He was not born for leisure and never had any experience with
it.

Some persons on Madison Avenue who read the press report
thought they knew what Benton would do next, and they could sup-
port their views by citing the history of the Benton and Bowles
agency. When it was founded by Benton and Chester Bowles in
July 1929, on the eve of the great crash, the books showed that each
of the two partners put only $9,000 into starting their venture—
and Benton had borrowed $4,000 of his share from Bowles. Yet in
less than seven years and despite the Great Depression, the agency
had become one of the most prosperous in the advertising world.
So much so, that Benton’s personal income at the age of thirty-six
was said to be a half-million dollars annually, while the stock he
turned in when he resigned was reportedly valued at around a mil-
lion dollars. It made no sense to think that he was quitting forever
a business in which he excelled. What he would surely do next—and
soon—would be to start a new advertising agency. It was this con-
viction that accounted for the many calls he received from Madison
Avenue figures asking that they be remembered in case there was a
place for them on the ground floor of any new agency he might start.

Others who knew Benton a little better had specific suggestions

3
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about what he should do next, and many of them had the power to
make good on the offers that went along with the suggestions. He
could move to Hollywood and become the president of the RKO
film company, which was then in trouble. He could become president
of the Better Business Bureau. He could be, on a part-time basis,
the chairman of the board of David Stern’s New York Evening
Post. He could perhaps be the president of the New York Stock
Exchange. He could have the Coca-Cola franchise for the continent
of Australia. He could be the publicity director for the Republican
National Committee.

None of the offers was to his liking. When he resigned from
Benton and Bowles he was naive about everything except how to
run an advertising agency. He didn’t think he wanted much money,
and it had not seriously occurred to him that he might lose the
money he had made. All he knew—and strongly felt—was that he
was determined to turn his back on business of any kind. True, he
was still enmeshed in the complications of resignation from the firm,
and he had promised his former partners that he would give them
“half-time” throughout 1936 in order to help tidy up business mat-
ters he had previously handled. Then toward the first of 1937 he
would take a planned trip around the world with his wife, Helen.
But after that, what? After the complications were overcome, the
business matters settled, the trip taken, what was he to do with
himself?

The question was still unresolved on a Monday morning in late
April when he walked into his office. There, waiting for him, were a
telegram from Chicago, a special delivery letter from Chicago, and
a stack of messages about telephone calls from Chicago. All orig-
inated with one man—who at noon on that same Monday walked
into Benton’s office. He was Robert Maynard Hutchins, president
of the University of Chicago, and a classmate of Benton’s at Yale,
where the two had been on the debating team in 1921. Hutchins,
however, had not come just to talk over old times. He had a serious
problem to discuss with Benton—one that had been featured in the
national press—and he had a serious proposal to make in connec-
tion with it.

The problem arose out of the “Walgreen case.”

Charles Walgreen of Chicago, the owner of a large chain of
drugstores, had a niece who had lately been a student at the Uni-
versity of Chicago. From what she told him about her studies he
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gained the impression that she was being “indoctrinated” by “Com-
munist professors.” Mr. Walgreen, as a patriot and protective
uncle, publicly withdrew the young girl from the university. The
great play the Chicago newspapers gave the story led the Illinois
state senate to appoint what was known as the Broyles Commission
on Higher Education in Illinois. The commission never got around
toinvestigating other universities but concentrated on “communism
at the University of Chicago.” The Walgreen case was the center
of the affair, and while the hearings ran their course in the ballroom
of Chicago’s Stevens Hotel, all the city’s newspapers joined in
pummeling the university, except the Chicago Times. This young
tabloid defended the university, and suffered for doing so. Finan-
cially weak, it was further weakened when Walgreen withdrew his
advertising from its pages.

Hutchins, for his part, resisted all demands that he sacrifice the
faculty members who had been singled out for attack. Instead he
led the counterattack on the investigating committee’s demagogu-
ery.

The committee could prove none of the Walgreen charges, for
the charges were a fantasy from the beginning. Yet the University
of Chicago itself as an institution was hurt by the pounding it took
from the press during the investigation. The Illinois state legisla-
ture threatened to suspend the university’s tax-exempt status.
There was a threatened drop in applications for admission to the
undergraduate college. There was also a threatened decrease in
gifts from prospective benefactors and from conservative alumni.

Hutchins drew the picture for Benton in a few broad strokes, fol-
lowed by a proposal. Now that Benton was “unemployed,” would
he consider accepting an appointment as Secretary of the Univer-
sity of Chicago? The work would resemble Hutchins’s own work
years earlier when he began his university administrative career as
Secretary of Yale. Benton would direct the University of Chicago’s
public relations, alumni relations, and fund-raising activities—all
of which were in disarray because of the Walgreen case. All these
could benefit from the touch of a man experienced in the advertising
business. What did Benton think of the proposal?

The answer was laughter. If he was going to “advertise” a uni-
versity, Benton said, why resign his partnership in the thriving firm
of Benton and Bowles, where the work was far more exciting and
infinitely more profitable than anything he could do on the campus?
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“There would be,” said he, “a greater intellectual challenge in ad-
vertising a bar of Palmolive soap or a can of Maxwell House coffee.”
Besides, he really didn’t know what he wanted to do next. He meant
to take a year in which to look around before reaching a decision.
That was that.

But not quite. Hutchins, with his personal gift for imagining the
other person, was brighter, quicker, and more resourceful than was
Benton in personal confrontations. He knew that the shortest dis-
tance between two human points can sometimes be a circle; so he
dropped his original proposal in favor of a new one. Would Benton
at least come to Chicago in order to study the Walgreen case and
to prepare a report for the trustees on how best to deal with its con-
sequences? If so, he would not only be of great help to Hutchins per-
sonally but would be rendering an important service to a great
university.

The answer this time was not laughter. “I’ll think it over,’
Benton.

Not much more passed between the two men on the Monday noon
in April 1936. Little as it was, it is almost certain that no other
university president in America would then have thought, or had
the nerve, to put the case as Hutchins did to an advertising man—
least of all to one like Benton who seemed to epitomize Madison
Avenue mores. But then, Hutchins was no ordinary university presi-
dent, nor was Benton wholly a product of Madison Avenue. His
family background was much like Hutchins’s, and this Hutchins
knew from their acquaintance at Yale. What Hutchins said during
the Monday noon call would eventually change the direction of Ben-
ton’s life—by taking him back to the world of his forebears.

’ said
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Puritans and Cavaliers

William Benton was the child of a marriage between westward mov-
ing carriers of the Puritan culture from New England and the
Cavalier culture from the South. On both sides, his ancestors had
come to America in early colonial times. Both engaged in a cease-
less fight for life. They fought the denying hand of nature as they
farmed the rocks of Connecticut, the clay soil of Loudon County,
Virginia, and scratched for a living in the forests of the Carolinas
and Georgia. They fought the denying hand of the Indians who
barred their passage to the promised land of milk and honey. They
fought the army of George III in order to have an independent right
to be the authors of their own political, economic, and religious life.
They fought another English army, this time in the War of 1812,
in order to clear the way for a westward march.

Among Benton’s forebears, his two grandfathers stand out like
placard figures from a morality play, one marked Puritan, the other
marked Cavalier. It was Benton’s fate to combine the traits of both
in his own makeup—sometimes in an unreconciled state ; sometimes,
too, with outcroppings that baffled associates unaware of the mixed
inheritance in his bones.

The Puritan was Grandfather William Benton, Phi Beta Kappa,
Yale, class of 1843. Ordained as a Congregationalist minister after
his graduation, Grandfather William had served for a while as the
principal of the Fairfield Academy at Fairfield, Connecticut. Since
his college days, however, he had been drawn to missionary work,
and in 18477 he informed the American Board of Commissioners for
Foreign Missions of his desire to be sent abroad. When his applica-
tion was rejected because he was a bachelor, he asked the board to
suggest a possible wife-designate. The board obligingly directed

9
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his attention to a Miss Loanza Goulding who was working for a
doctor in Ware, Massachusetts. Her application for admission to
medical schools had been rejected because of her sex; it was a time
when women got into medical schools only as cadavers to be dis-
sected. Yet in her determination to get the training she needed in
order to be a medical missionary—perhaps the first woman in Amer-
ican history to be one—she worked for the doctor in Ware in order
to absorb whatever he could teach. Loanza’s sister Harriet had been
killed by Choctaw Indians in Oklahoma while working among them
as a missionary, and this, instead of cooling Loanza’s missionary
zeal, only made it more ardent. She would take the place of the life
that had been lost.

When Reverend William Benton learned something of this, he
got on a horse and rode to Ware. He liked what he saw when he
met Loanza. He liked what he heard when she talked. A few days
later, back in Connecticut, he wrote her a letter proposing marriage
on the straightforward ground that since they both meant to labor
for the Lord in a foreign vineyard, their labors would be more
fruitful if they made a team of it. Loanza, though surprised by
the proposal, agreed with the logic behind it. The Board of Com-
missioners for Foreign Missions, duly apprised of their marriage,
blessed the couple with apt quotations from Scriptures and satisfied
their highest desires by sending them as the first Congregational
missionaries to Syria, a three months’ sail from Boston.

Syria, which also included what is now Lebanon, Israel, and Jor-
dan, was then a province of the Turkish sultanate. It was a brutal
and bloody province soon to explode in revolution, anarchy, and
civil war, all growing out of old conflicts between the wild Druse
tribes and the Maronite Christians. Yet the Bentons, to judge from
Loanza’s diary, were indifferent to the dangers around them when
they reached Aleppo near the end of 1847. There was the Lord’s
work to do, and they were soon happily busy doing it, William by
establishing missions and schools, and Loanza by completing her
medical training in the office of a Scottish doctor in Aleppo—who
was busy translating the Bible into Arabic and who encouraged her
to take over his practice.

Their firstborn child, a son, died of a pestilential fever in Aleppo;
the Bentons themselves were forced to return to Tolland, Connecti-
cut, to regain their health ; but in October 1852, following the birth
of their son Charles—who was to be William Benton’s father—the
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Bentons went back to Syria. This time they established their base in
the mountain village of B’hamdoun on Mount Lebanon, not far from
Beirut. Here two more sons and two daughters were born. Here is
where William created the background for what would come to be
known as the Benton School, which his descendants were to maintain
until the school was closed forever by World War II. Here too is
where Loanza developed her cost-free medical practice of some
four thousand patients, and here is where a turn of events in 1860,
recorded in Benton family papers and sung about in B’hamdoun
folklore, could have meant the destruction of the Benton family and
of most other inhabitants in the village.

Though the inhabitants were mainly Christians, the village was
ruled by a Druse sheik, who was favorably disposed toward Loanza
because all the women in his household were her patients. As it hap-
pened, in 1860 a Christian from B’hamdoun killed a son of the Druse
sheik who ruled the nearby village of Zehlah. The father, bent on
vengeance, assembled four hundred warriors and rode with them
toward B’hamdoun, vowing to kill every Christian in it. When news
of this reached the Sheik of B’hamdoun, he went to William and
Loanza Benton to apprise them of their peril. He added that he
meant to intercept the oncoming sheik and to try to avert the
planned massacre. William insisted on going along, and so he did,
arming himself only with a large Bible. Somewhere on the outskirts
of B’hamdoun, the hosts of the sheik of Zehlah came into view, and
William approached them alone with the Bible opened wide and
held aloft for all the warriors to see. Then he called out to them
again and again: “In this book it is written, “Thou shalt not kill.” ¥
Drawing still nearer, he took the hostile sheik by the hand and spoke
long to him until the sheik finally said: “Because of you, Reverend
Benton, I will not let even a chicken of B’hamdoun be killed. But
my men are hungry and tired and thirsty and they want to eat.”
William agreed to feed them for three days; the invading Druse
left peacefully and B’hamdoun was saved. Ever after that, until this
day, it was sung in the village:

The rivers in the field

The mountains, the valleys,

And all living things cry:

Long life to Reverend and Signora Mrs. Benton.
Long life to all who are born of them!
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After a quarter of a century in Syria, the Bentons returned to
Connecticut. William’s pension made for genteel poverty, and even
before his death in 1880, Loanza became the family breadwinner,
touring the United States and thrilling Sunday night audiences in
Congregational churches with tales of her missionary experiences.
Her daughters, Mary and Harriet, were part of the supporting
cast. Dressed in the clothes of Arab children, they passed the col-
lection plate; the proceeds were Loanza’s fees, and by such means
she helped send her three sons through Yale, beginning with the
oldest, Charles.

William Benton’s Cavalier grandfather, on the maternal side, was
Daniel Webster Hixson, born near Burlington, Iowa, with fore-
bears from Virginia, the Carolinas, and Georgia who, around 1800,
had begun to migrate north by northwest into and beyond the Ohio
Valley. Daniel, the seventh son in a family of fourteen boys, united
on northern free soil all the traits associated with southern Cav-
aliers—zest, impulsiveness, stubbornness, a good disposition and
a bad temper, financial improvidence, a refusal to admit the reality
of pain, animal courage, imagination, impatience, and a wit that
made any room in which he sat rock with laughter. He talked freely
to people he liked—and to people he didn’t like in order to prevent
them from talking. His formal education ended in his early teens,
and his life nearly ended before he began to live it.

When the Civil War broke out, Daniel, aged sixteen, lied about
his age and followed two older brothers into the Thirtieth Towa
Infantry. On the second day of the battle of Vicksburg, when the
regiment made a frontal assault on the Rebel defenses, Daniel was
hit in the left arm by a bullet, pitched backward, and tumbled down
a hill out of the range of guns. He made his way to an aid station
and was evacuated to a Vicksburg hospital, the first wounded man
to be received in it. The doctors wanted to amputate the arm, lest
he die of gangrene. He flatly refused, and kept himself awake the
first night in the hospital, fearing the loss of his arm if he fell asleep.
His arm did become gangrenous; an operation was imperative;
Daniel agreed but refused ether, still fearing amputation if he
became unconscious. What had to be done was done without seda-
tives, and the youth seemed impervious to pain.

The first wounded soldier from Burlington to be furloughed home,
Daniel Hixson, the young war hero, began to court sixteen-year-old
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Helen Orr, one of the most eligible young girls in the area. “Accom-
plished in all the graces,” as the saying went, Helen was the only
child of ““the rich John Orr,” a Presbyterian Scot who stemmed from
a New Hampshire family. The farm he owned embraced two thou-
sand acres of very fertile bottom land along the west bank of the
Mississippi River near Burlington. Malarial mosquitoes came with
the place; yet the bountiful yield of the land supported in local
terms an almost baronial style of life. Here Daniel and Helen settled
after their marriage.

There could be no complaints about Daniel’s willingness to do his
share of physical labor. Despite his war wound, he had more than
enough animal energy in reserve to set the pace for the hired hands
on the Orr farm. But when the place eventually passed to Helen as
her inheritance, it became clear that her husband had never learned
the multiplication part of arithmetic, only the subtraction part. He
used Helen’s money freely to help out the needy, especially Civil
War widows and orphans. He also used her money to invest in glit-
tering “get rich quick” schemes, only to fill an attic trunk with
worthless certificates, stocks, and bonds. When Helen tried to curb
her husband’s financial vagaries, he would fly into a rage; that
silenced her except for remarks about how he was “wasting the in-
heritance of their three children.” The oldest of these was Edwin;
the youngest, Capitola ; the middle child, Elma, was to be William
Benton’s mother.

In 1883, the Hixsons leased their Iowa bottom land and moved to
a 640-acre farm in Grant County, Minnesota. Six years later the
care of this farm was entrusted to the son Edwin, while the rest of
the family moved on to Fergus Falls, Minnesota. Here they bought
a house in town and a new farm on the outskirts—which received
only as much attention as Daniel could spare from his flowering
passion for politics. Politics was his métier ; he excelled in it, and he
had a cause—the Grange movement with its program of political
and economic reform.

In Minnesota, the Grange largely took over the Democratic
party, and though the Democrats had been called ‘“the party of
treason” during the Civil War, the party attracted enough Union
army veterans to contend vigorously for all state offices. Daniel
Hixson, with his extensive private philanthropic work among veter-
ans, stood for election as a Democratic state senator in 1886 and
won the seat. When he was reelected two years later, his Democratic
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colleagues in the state senate made him their leader in the fight to
end a cruel, conspiratorial practice common in that day. Briefly,
the owners of grain elevators and flour mills gave their freight busi-
ness to a particular railroad on condition that the railroad man-
agers not rent freight cars to individual farmers. Thus, when a
farmer arrived in a place like Fergus Falls with a wagon full of
wheat, he had no way to ship the produce to Minneapolis but was
forced to sell his wheat to the owner of a local grain elevator at a
price which could run from 5 to 15 percent below the Minneapolis
market price, plus shipping charges.

A bitter war was fought at the state level against this conspiracy,
and even before the practice was made illegal on a national plane by
federal antitrust laws, Daniel Hixson and his senate associates pre-
vailed in the fight to make it illegal in Minnesota. Their investiga-
tion of rail and flour magnates earned the hostility of men like
James J. Hill of the Great Northern, who once seized Hixson’s
lapels on the capitol steps and demanded, “Hixson, why do you per-
secute me?” Governor John Pillsbury of flour and lumber fame—
who played a decisive role in building the University of Minnesota—
was largely responsible for Hixson’s ultimate loss of his senate seat.
But laws were enacted regulating freight rates and compelling rail-
roads to rent cars to individual farmers at a fair price.

The legislative victory did not by itself put an end to all things
plaguing Minnesota farmers and those elsewhere in the decades
after the Civil War. But the collective efforts of men like Daniel
Webster Hixson—they were to be called *“Sons of the Wild Jackass”
—generated at least a ray of hopeful light in an otherwise dark
western sky. :

Before coming to the next generation, William Benton’s parents,
I digress briefly to & moment in 1960 when Benton was introduced
to the young fiancée of one of his older associates. Benton knew his
associate’s age, asked the age of the young woman, and swiftly
computed the difference. “I want to congratulate you again,” he
suddenly said to her in a burst of enthusiasm, “because you are a
very brave woman.” “Brave?” she asked. “Yes,” said he, “because
you are going into a marriage knowing in advance that you will
probably be a widow for a long time.” Actuarial statistics were all
on his side. Yet to congratulate a young woman for her bravery
in facing widowhood, just a few weeks before her marriage? It
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seemed outlandish—except for one unspoken detail. The congratu-
lations were not really addressed to the young woman but to the
memory of Benton’s mother, who had married a much older man'and
then had shown great gallantry in her long widowhood.

Elma Hixson, the daughter of the Cavalier who fought in the
Union army and later fought the trusts, was twenty-five years old
when she married the forty-eight-year-old Charles William Benton,
the son of the Puritan who fought a missionary’s battle for the
Lord in far-off Syria. The bond which united them was a mutual
interest in teaching.

In an autobiographical sketch, Elma stated that since early
childhood she had wanted to teach school, and she was barely out
of childhood when she began to do just that. The place was a one-
room school in Grant County, Minnesota, in a district where her
father paid most of the taxes. She was fourteen years old at the
time, and of her thirteen pupils a number were her senior by several
years. The school term, for which she was paid $100, was lim-
ited to three months of winter weather when child labor could be
spared from the farms. In her late teens she managed to get a year
of university training, and then returned to teaching. By the time
she was twenty-five she was superintendent of schools in Otter Tail
County, Minnesota, the first woman in the state ever to be a county
superintendent.

Like her mother before her, she was also a leader in the Minnesota
Department of the Daughters of the American Revolution; she
attached great importance to the DAR as did other ladies in Minne-
sota’s small towns—principally to set themselves apart from the
newly arrived German and Scandinavian immigrants by emphasiz-
ing their own pioneer American heritage. Also like her mother before
her, she was a leader in the Women’s Christian Temperance Union,
and in her teens was a well-known speaker on the subject of the evils
of drink. Yet these formidable biases detracted nothing from her
beauty ; she had many admirers, one of them being a “rich cousin”—
Will Burnett, a member of the Ohio state legislature. “Cousin Will,”
so Elma wrote in her biographical sketch as though she were cor-
recting a paper in English composition, “lacked unity, coherence
and emphasis in his overtures toward a marriage proposal. In the
end he sighed and said that the age difference between us was too
great. He was shocked into a permanent state of bachelorhood
when he later heard of the even greater age difference between me




16 MOTHER AND SON

and the man I married—DProfessor Charles William Benton, Chair-
man of the Romance Language Department at the University of
Minnesota.”

Charles Benton had come to the University of Minnesota after
several shifts in his career. As a youth in Syria, he had mastered
Arabic and Turkish and, through a tutor, French as well. His
scholastic attainments in other subjects when he was a Yale under-
graduate were not high enough to win him a Phi Beta Kappa key,
but he was awarded a prize as the best language student in his class.
After commencement, in preparation for an intended career as a
Congregational minister, he spent an additional two years at Yale
studying theology and another year at the Union Theological Sem-.
inary studying Hebrew. Then, upon being ordained, he held a pulpit
in Darien, Connecticut.

So far, he belonged (as did his father before him) to the natural
aristocracy of Connecticut. These were not the monied families
whose heads rarely went so far as to graduate from high school.
The true aristocracy were the Congregational clergymen and their
children, who might be the only persons with a university education
in the towns where they settled. Their homes, generally on the town
green, often contained the only books in town and were the intellec-
tual centers of their communities. But, especially in the light of the
controversy over Charles Darwin’s Origin of Species, Reverend
Charles William Benton decided against the ministry. His funda-
mentalist faith was shaken. He remained within the church but gave
up the Darien pulpit in 1879 and entered Harvard with the in-
tention of securing a Ph.D. degree in Semitic philology.

Charles Benton was by no means the only Congregational clergy-
man trained at Yale who migrated out of the ministry in the 1870s
and 1880s after an encounter with Charles Darwin. It happened to
many others, and so, ironically, Yale could boast of being the
mother of university presidents and professors. For these dis-
illusioned Congregational clergymen constituted a large part of
the small number of Americans who held any kind of university
degree. The new colleges and universities founded throughout the
West after the Civil War had few sources of supply for presidents
and faculty members other than the former Congregational min-
isters, who thus brought the Yale influence to the expanding sphere
of American higher education.

Charles Benton might have resisted the new call of “Go West ex-
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Congregational clergymen” until he at least secured his Ph.D.
degree from Harvard. But the death of his father in the spring
of 1880 led to a financial crisis in the family. Loanza could not
support everybody by her lectures. She needed help. None could
be expected from her two younger sons, Edwin and Henry. Though
they were Yale graduates, they had not as yet become self-support-
ing. The two daughters, Mary and Harriet, had yet to start college.
There were no rich kinsmen who could be turned to in time of dis-
tress. If help was to be forthcoming, it could only come from the
twenty-eight-year-old Charles. This Charles knew, and he began
to inquire about employment opportunities in the teaching pro-
fession. One such opportunity came in the spring of 1880 when
academic talent scouts from the young University of Minnesota
appeared on the Harvard campus and engaged Charles as assistant
professor in Semitic languages starting in the 1880 fall term.

Dr. Cyrus Northrop, president of the University of Minnesota at
the time, was, like Charles, a former Yale man. The university itself
was little more than a name and a hope for the future—an enlarged
version of the Benton School in B’hamdoun. It had no elms, no
commons, no ivied halls, no celebrated graduates, or any traditions
of excellence. The whole of its undergraduate faculty consisted of
some 25 persons, and their students numbered barely 500. Salaries
were low ; Charles Benton, even at the peak of his career, made an
annual salary of only $2,600. Yet he provided for three powerful
women who outshone the male members of the family and who also
dominated Charles until he married. First, there was his mother
Loanza, who lived with him and whom he continued to support until
her death. Then there was his younger sister Harriet, who also
lived with him while she attended the University of Minnesota and
whom he supported until her marriage to Professor William Clark,
chairman of the university’s Latin Department. Then, most awe-
somely of all, there was his sister Mary. With Charles’s support,
Mary attended and was graduated from the University of Minne-
sota in 1885 with Phi Beta Kappa honors. It is enough to add that
in 1897 she became professor of Latin and French at Smith College,
with a sideline in Greek and mathematics. After seventeen years the
college honored her with the award of an LL.D. degree; she left
Smith in 1914 to become dean of women at Carleton College, where
she remained until her retirement in 1922.

Charles Benton’s first year in Minneapolis proved academically




18 MOTHER AND SON

embarrassing. Though he had come to the university to teach Old
Testament tongues, the students were majestically indifferent to his
courses. Not one enrolled in any of them. So the next year, he of-
fered courses in Romance languages, and became a full professor
in the process.

Later, in 1889, his department and others in the field of the
humanities almost starved to death for want of funds from the state
legislature, the chief legislator responsible being none other than
Professor Benton’s future father-in-law, State Senator Daniel
Webster Hixson. Hixson was in no way hostile to learning ; though
he had been in modern terms a youthful “drop-out,” he had educated
himself by extensive reading. Where the University of Minnesota
was concerned, however, he felt that a hard but necessary choice had
to be made in the matter of priorities when it came to allocating
funds. In his view, the first thing to be done was to increase the
efficiency and profitability of the state’s agriculture, since agri-
culture was then the source of practically all the taxable wealth
that could go to pay for all other public programs, including the
further development of higher education. With this line of reason-
ing, Hixson persuaded the Minnesota state legislature in 1889 to
reduce its appropriations for university studies in fields like the
humanities and to use the net savings in improving the quality of
the School of Agriculture.

Many present-day students of “stages of educational develop-
ment” would agree with Daniel Hixson’s order of priorities. But, at
the time, students at the University of Minnesota made known their
hostile feelings by sending him a leather medal bearing a sarcastic
tribute: “AwarpEp To SENaTOR D. W. Hixson of the 42nd district
for his wise, persistent and self-sacrificing efforts on behalf of the
Ux1versiTY oF MINNEsoTA in this hour of trial and need. By ad-
miring students of the University. ApriL 22np, 1889.” On the
reverse side of the medal, the students underlined their biting intent,
but expressed themselves in French: A Bas Hixson! Vive r’Ux1-
vERSITE! Some of the students, perhaps, learned these few French
words in one of Professor Benton’s classes. If so, there is no family
record indicating what State Senator Hixson thought of Professor
Benton—or vice versa. Nor are there any records revealing how
the senator, who could endure great physical pain, viewed the mar-
riage between his education-minded daughter and Charles Benton,
who, besides being dominated by women, suffered from hay fever.
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Mother Superior

William Benton was born to Elma and Charles on April Fools’ Day,
1900, at the start of a century full of optical illusions. Though he
was promptly called “Billie,” the full name given him at birth was
William Burnett Benton. This was meant to be a salute to Will
Burnett, the “rich cousin” who had been interested in marrying
Elma. It also said something about Elma’s capacity for long-range
planning. She hoped that by naming her firstborn son after her
rich cousin, the latter would remember the child in his will, and thus
leave him enough money to pay for his college education. It was one
of the few times in her life when Elma’s foresight did not result in
the hoped-for event.

Eighteen months after William’s birth, Elma bore another son,
named Daniel Hixson after his grandfather. Dan was at home in
the outdoors, loved to hunt, cared little for reading, and was indif-
ferent to being almost always the low man on the scholastic totem
pole. Bill viewed the outdoors solely from a utilitarian standpoint—
it was good for his health. His life was centered indoors. He was a
top scholar in any class and read everything he could lay his hands
on. In their early life the two brothers had little in common but
valor. They fought constantly, even after Grandfather Hixson
tried to cool their taste for battle by knocking their heads together
with a crack that left both boys nearly senseless.

The household where they grew up was itself a calm place. Argu-
ments between the parents were generally on an intellectual level,
or on a point of “principle.” A long remembered case of this kind
occurred when Dr. George Edgar Vincent, soon after he suc-
ceeded Dr. Northrop as president of the University of Minne-
sota, caused a great crisis in the Benton home by reducing
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the father’s salary by $100 from its peak of $2,600 annually. “My
mother,” Benton later recalled, “lashed at my father for not being
aggressive enough in defense of his rights, and to make matters
worse for him, his sister, Dr. Mary Benton of Smith College, hap-
pened to be in Minneapolis at the time. She took it upon herself to
descend on Dr. Vincent and to upbraid him for his cruel conduct
toward her defenseless brother.”

Professor Charles Benton never made a name for himself in the
academic world, not even completing work on his Ph.D. degree. Nor
did he ever publish anything, partly because his undergraduate
students took up so much time, but perhaps mainly because of a
tragedy that would shatter any scholar. At great expense over a
period of years, he had collected a personal library of rare books
which he meant to use in writing a book of his own. The entire col-
lection was consumed by a fire that destroyed the main building at
the University of Minnesota in 1904. The flames seemed to devour
Professor Benton’s aging spirit as well as the books and the notes.

Still, there is as much strength in self-abnegation as there is in a
naked will to power, and this subtle kind of strength Charles Benton
had. If he failed to win a scholar’s renown in the world beyond
Minneapolis, he enjoyed a full measure of respect from the people
whose lives he touched. He was an intellectual leader of Minneapolis,
first deacon of the First Congregational Church, and he opened his
home to hundreds of townspeople, students, faculty members, and
visitors. In particular was this true for visiting Frenchmen—
Charles Benton was the president of the Alliance frangaise of the
Northwest—and for all European scholars in residence at the
university.

Conversations in the Benton home when foreigners were present
were normally conducted in French, to the vast annoyance of young
“Billie.” His ear was not good. He had no gift for mimicry. He
could not even catch the nuances of words in English, much less
those in a foreign language. As a child, therefore, he cut his losses
by simply snapping his ears shut when animated grown-up talk
swirled around him in a language he did not understand. The mental
block he apparently developed in the process was the source of his
frequent complaint in later years that he was unable to do well in
foreign languages.

With his mother, Elma, the case was different. She doggedly
learned French to hold her own with her guests. Just as doggedly
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she completed some unfinished business in her general education.
When her two sons were five and three and a half years old, Elma
entered the University of Minnesota. She attended classes in the
morning, managed household affairs upon her return home, studied
at night. After five years of this, she was graduated from the uni-
versity, Phi Beta Kappa. The experience also made for impatience
with any signs of backsliding in her older son. She often scolded him,
punished him often, and often severely.

The son’s relationship with the father was different. He tended
to ignore his father, though he was conscious of his love. Nothing
delighted the boy more than rides on the handlebars of his father’s
bicycle. Professor Benton would stop off to chat in Arabic with
Syrian fruit and candy store proprietors, who would shower him
with sweet Near Eastern candies, causing his son to conclude that
knowledge of Arabic was the most valuable asset in the world. But
on the whole, the boy’s consciousness of his father’s love served only
to spur the youth into taking shameless advantage of his father’s
tolerance. When he played hookey from school in order to go to the
nickelodeon, it was always when Elma was out of the house; the
youth counted on his father not to be aware of the truancy, or to
forgive it if he were. But woe unto the son if he ever strayed from
the path his mother expected him to walk! Perhaps as a result, he
grew into a man who seemed unafraid of anything, including God’s
final judgment—unafraid of anything, that is, but his mother’s
frown, while longing for her approving smile, which he never got.

Part of the reason for the lack of direct contact with his father
was an annual ritual in which the father took no part. The ritual
entailed a move by Elma and the two boys to Fergus Falls to spend
the summer months with her parents. When the University of
Minnesota shut down for the summer season, Professor Benton, as
a sufferer from hay fever, got away from pollen by removing himself
to Grand Marais, Minnesota, on the shores of Lake Superior. Some-
times he camped alone, sometimes with a university colleague who
was a nature lover or also suffered from hay fever. Yet his absence
from Fergus Falls, at a time when his son Bill could have profited
the most from shared vacation experiences, meant that the youth
was all the more dominated by his mother—and all the more fas-
cinated by his free-wheeling grandfather, Senator Daniel Webster
Hixson.

Fergus Falls had another meaning for the boy. A year-round
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avid collector of marbles and stamps and engaged in an extensive
trade in these items, he needed capital to finance some of his trans-
actions. He earned the capital in Fergus Falls by picking berries at
ten cents a quart, working long hours even when his small arms
were a mass of scratches from brambly gooseberry bushes. The bulk
of his earnings he turned over to his father for safekeeping, but
when Charles Benton died, he owed his son thirty dollars. The son
wondered for a long time whether to tell his mother about this, and
to insist that she owed him the money. In the end he decided to keep
quiet, though this was the largest sum of money with which he had
ever been directly connected.

Young Benton’s religious education posed a different kind of
problem. He had no trouble summoning up enthusiasm for tangen-
tial things in his religious environment. He basked in the deference
shown his Grandmother Hixson by the members of the Fergus Falls
Congregational Church. He was enchanted by the stories his father
and aunts told about their youth in Syria and the Lebanon, and
about the bravery of their missionary parents. His competitive in-
stincts spurred him to excel in making fudge or selling tickets for
church bazaars. He starred at reciting poetry in school and at
church socials. He was warmed by an inner light when he was in
Fergus Falls or in Minneapolis, and all his family and near relatives
gathered round while Grandfather Hixson or his mother read aloud
from the Bible.

But he was restless when forced to attend church every Sunday.
A child who could never stay still, stay down, or stay put in one
place for very long—except when concentrating on a book—he
had a low opinion of long sermons. Elma, wishing to ease his dis-
tress, let him bring his own books from home to read during the
hour-long Sunday sermon. When this method of relief proved short-
lived, she hit upon an alternative plan, growing out of her own
special talent for vocal music.

In fact, the rich timbre of her voice sometimes embarrassed her
son. When he was about nine, Elma, in a moment of bargaining with
him, offered to agree to any reasonable request he made. “Mamma,”
said he quickly, “I wish you wouldn’t sing so loudly in church!?
More than three decades later, when Elma was near death and her
successful and busy son was at her bedside, Benton received a long-
distance call from one of his associates. Not wishing to tax his
mother in any way, he tiptoed out of her bedroom and took the
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callin an adjacent room, where he promptly assaulted the telephone
with one of his high, piercing, and protracted declamations. But
then he suddenly thought of his ailing mother. He broke off the
telephone connection, tiptoed back to Elma’s bedside, and asked
with great solicitude: “Mother, am I talking too loud?” “No,” she
answered tartly, “but the suit you are wearing is.”

In Minneapolis in 1909 it occurred to Elma that if she introduced
her son to choral music, this-might solve his problem with long ser-
mons. He could spend the second part of his Sunday devotions by
attending Sunday school in the First Congregational Church. The
first part, and the evening service, would be spent five blocks away
in the choir of Holy Trinity Episcopal Church. The plan meant
split-second timing and a dash down the five blocks, if the boy was
to profit from split-level religion. But it was worth a trial. If it
worked out, her son would be spared the boring service in the First
Congregational Church while he was expressing himself in his high
soprano voice in Holy Trinity Church.

Elma’s strategic approach to her son’s religious life was a dis-
tinguished success. Young Benton, for the next four years, was
faithful and well behaved in his attendance at Holy Trinity. He
liked being part of the choir. He liked going to the church choir
camp two weeks during the summer, and he swelled with pride when
he was assigned a minor role as a boy soprano soloist. The child
who used various ruses to skip off to the nickelodeon without getting
caught was still there but well hidden on Sundays beneath the vest-
ments sedately worn by a model choirboy who sang an excellent
soprano which could hit high C without effort even when he was an
advanced thirteen-year-old. His singing ability led to a new turn in
his life less than two weeks after the life he had known suddenly
ended with the death of his father in November 1913 at the age of

sixty-two.

Upon Professor Charles Benton’s death, the rector of Holy
Trinity Episcopal Church, Reverend Stanley Kilbourne, paid a
condolence call on the family. He had come to know Elma because
her son sang in the choir, and his good impressions of the boy were
confirmed by William Ripley Dorr, a young man who worked his
way through the University of Minnesota as Holy Trinity’s organ-
ist and choirmaster. Mr. Kilbourne now asked Elma if she had any
plans in mind for the youth and suggested that, since his father
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had been an ordained clergyman, young Benton might qualify for a
scholarship at Shattuck School.

Shattuck, an Episcopal school for boys at Faribault, the Episco-
pal “cathedral city” of Minnesota, was founded on the eve of the
Civil War by Bishop Henry Benjamin Whipple, the same Bostonian
who founded Saint Paul’s at Concord, New Hampshire. Shattuck
was the first military school for boys in the United States, and the
first in which a regular army officer directed the specifically military
aspects of the training program. There had been a good reason for
military emphasis when Shattuck first opened its doors. Settlers in
what was then the West lived in danger of Indian insurrections,
and the school fitted into the regional defense plan as a source of
trained soldiers and officers for the home guard. But the last Indian
uprising was in the 1880s and no longer did Sitting Bulls, Crazy
Horses, and Geronimos wait in ambush over the next hill. Still, by
the prevailing standard of academic excellence—how much miscel-
laneous information could be crammed into a boy’s head and re-
tained there until he took his college entrance examinations—Shat-
tuck was the best boarding school for boys in the broad region from
Chicago to the Pacific Coast.

Its fees were also among the highest. Excluding uniforms, sup-
plies and allowances, but including laundry, the tuition in 1913 was
$650 a year, a large sum compared to the per capita income of the
average American in those days. In practice, however, the full
amount was paid mainly by despairing well-to-do parents who
hoped that a stiff dose of military discipline was worth any price if
only it enabled them to survive being parents to the kind of boys
they brought into the world. At the same time, subject to available
facilities for a cadet corps of two hundred boys in 1913, qualified
sons of clergymen and army officers were accepted at half the stan-
dard fees.

With Elma’s approval, and taking young Benton with him, Mr.
Kilbourne journeyed to Faribault to bargain with Reverend Dr.
James Dobbins, Shattuck’s white-bearded, octogenarian head-
master, for a reduction in fees. Dr. Dobbins slowly gave ground be-
fore arguments stressing the boy’s ancestry, the virtues of his
mother and late father, and especially the fine addition his soprano
voice would make to the school choir. He reduced the fee to $200,
and the deal was sealed. In mid-November 1913 William Benton
was entered as a cadet at Shattuck. All he was expected to do for
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his scholarship was to sing, and he was unquestionably the leading
“ringer” in the choir.

Elma’s financial plight as a widow at the age of thirty-nine was
not desperate, but it allowed for no grand gestures. There was a
small sum of money from her husband’s insurance policy and she
could realize another small sum if she sold her Minneapolis home.
There was also a “Carnegie pension” of $63 a month, granted
retired professors or their widows.! But that was all. Her father,
by now living principally on his pension as a Civil War veteran,
could offer her but little help. Her brother and sister had problems
of their own. It was clear that she would have to go to work to edu-
cate her two sons. More immediately, it was also clear that even
though “Billie” had a partial scholarship to Shattuck, she would
be hard pressed to meet his other expenses, which would be around
$400 a year.

Young William Benton was ordinarily a cheerful boy, full of
frisky bounce ; and even when things were black for him, he was like
a brave boxer in the ring who, the more he is hurt, smiles the more
for the benefit of spectators. So it was with the face he showed the
other cadets at Shattuck. One thing, however, is clear enough. He
had very little to sing about when he was suddenly propelled into
the military academy. Straightaway, he lost his nickname “Billie.”
He was now called “Benton.” Straightaway, too, he discovered
that he was the fourth smallest and second youngest boy in the
school. The smallest and youngest was his rocommate, Thomas S.
Matthews, the son of an Episcopal clergyman who was dean of the
cathedral in Faribault and would soon become the Episcopal bishop
of New Jersey. In later life, the younger Matthews was to be a cele-
brated managing editor of T'ime magazine.

There was another thing Benton discovered straightaway. Noth-
ing ever happened at Shattuck except drill and compulsory athletics
and chapel and classes and studying—all in lock step, company by
company—with severe penalties for any cadet who strayed from
the prescribed daily regimen that began at 6:45 in the morning and

1Available funds for these pensions were eventually exhausted, largely be-
cause of the longevity of the women who qualified for and received them.
Benton’s two aunts, Dr. Mary Benton and Mrs. John Clark, also received
Carnegie pensions. The three ladies averaged thirty years or more apiece.
The Carnegie pension fund once wrote Benton that this was a family record.
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extended to taps and “lights out” at 9:30 in the evening. The only
time of the day which a boy could claim as his own was a twenty-
minute period right after dinner. Some who couldn’t endure the or-
deal ran away, only to be caught and brought back in disgrace. One
distraught boy climbed a telephone pole and announced that he
would jump and break his neck unless he was allowed to leave Shat-
tuck. But when an officer threatened him with something worse than
a broken neck if he jumped, the youth slid meekly down the pole.

Benton’s feelings about all this were chronicled in the semiweekly
letters he faithfully wrote his mother, and the many letters he regu-
larly wrote to his brother, to his Grandfather and Grandmother
Hixson, to his aunts, his uncles, and his many cousins.? Besides, his
mother gave him a diary in which he was expected to record his most
private thoughts. This he faithfully did. She also gave him an ac-
count book as if to teach him the mathematical detail her father
never mastered—namely, the difference between addition and sub-
traction. He was expected to note each penny he spent and to mail
her regular reports justifying how he used his weekly allowance of
fifty cents. This, too, he faithfully did.

His letters to his mother read like a serialized tale of woe. But in
his diary there is an entry describing one instance of how he out-
witted the authorities who were the source of his woe. He had caught
scarlet fever, and upon his recovery was in no hurry to get back to
his classes and to military drills. The Shattuck infirmary was a
haven for his bruised soul, and he meant to stay there as long as his
teeming mind could invent the means. One of these was to get a cup of
hot tea from an orderly minutes before he knew a nurse was sched-
uled to appear with a thermometer to take his temperature. He kept
a hot last mouthful in the cavity of his cheek, shoved the teacup out
of sight and, just as the nurse drew near his bed, swallowed the hot
mouthful. The thermometer put in his mouth seconds later naturally
showed a gratifying fever, followed by instructions from a puzzled
doctor to the effect that though the stricken youth seemed well in
all respects except the fever, he should be kept in bed a few days
longer.

2When Benton had children of his own, he managed on the run to bombard
them with letters and memos of every kind in order to keep them abreast of
what he was doing, and what he thought about what they were doing. He ex-
pected a certain reciprocity in this matter, and few things in his life annoyed
him more than their failure to write him with any regularity.
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Despite such tricks, Benton more than overcame the handicap of
having entered Shattuck three months late. He soon forged to the
front of his class in all subjects except Latin, standing second only
to Tommy Matthews. In promptness, cleanliness, respectfulness,
and all other minor virtues valued at the school, he also led his class,
with a near perfect score in “conduct.” This record set the stage
for an encounter between Benton and a Mr. Matthison, Shattuck’s
assistant headmaster—after which the youth breathlessly reported
to Elma that his educational future was happily “settled.”

As a Yale graduate, Matthison was a member of a Saint Paul-
based club comprised of Yale graduates who lived in the Northwest.
It was the practice of the club to award a scholarship every year to
a worthy boy from the region who wanted to go to Yale and passed
the necessary entrance examinations. Matthison had noticed that,
in filling out a school form, young Benton had indicated that he
meant to follow in the footsteps of his father, grandfather, and two
uncles by going to Yale. The youth was summoned to appear before
the assistant headmaster and was told that he had made a very wise
decision in his choice of a college. More than that, Matthison him-
self had already spoken about Benton to the president of the Yale
Club in Saint Paul, who agreed that the youth should get the club’s
scholarship when he passed the entrance examinations to Yale.

Elma, meanwhile, had her hands full with a project of her own,
so full that she was unable to visit her son at Shattuck for five months
after he had entered the academy. She had been persuaded by her
father and her brother to rent her Minneapolis home and join them
in & Montana homestead venture which could be the start of a
“cattle empire.” Elsewhere in the nation, homesteading had gone
out of fashion. But the Great Northern Railroad, being anxious to
create sources of freight along its route in Montana, kept the fash-
ion alive in that state by a clever advertising pitch. It publicized the
government’s offer of 320 acres to a settler, subject to the terms of
the homestead law. The size of the offering, twice the normal 160-
acre homestead of earlier years in states to the east where the land
was fertile, should have made a prospective settler wary ; two times
zero is still zero.

Elma could do sums, but this time, under the coaxing of her father
and brother, she, like them, was beguiled by the Great Northern
slogans: “Three hundred and twenty acres sure look good to me,”
and “Montana or bust.” The three entrepreneurs staked out claims
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to adjacent homesteads about twenty miles north of Zurich, Mon-
tana. The time was the dead of winter when snowdrifts concealed
the true nature of the land. To make matters worse, Elma spent
$3,250 of her meager capital in building a clapboard house on the
site of her homestead—as if to make clear that she had no mental
reservations about complying with every syllable of the homestead
law. The law provided that a settler gained title to the land upon
completing three years of residence on it for a minimum of seven
months a year;® the settler must also clear for cultivation at least
40 acres, besides other “improvements.” The clapboard house cer-
tainly qualified as an “improvement.” But what would support it?
And who would clear the rocks from the prescribed 40 acres out of
3207 Her father and brother could help if they had any strength
left over from “proving up” on their own claims. But it was under-
stood that the main job of removing the rocks would fall to Elma’s
two boys during their vacations from school. It was understood
more specifically that the job would fall to the dutiful son “Billie”
who never shirked the chores, while the son Daniel, in contrast, had
a charming way of evading them.

A felon sentenced to hard labor in punishment for his crime could
hardly find a more forbidding place to pay his debt to society. The
general area in Montana where Elma, her father, and brother had
staked out claims to homesteads was called the Bench, a vast plateau
running east from the Rockies about 3,500 feet above sea level.
Without snow, the plateau was covered with coarse grass and low
cactus and sage brush. Nothing grew to a height of over three feet,
and not a tree could be seen in any direction in the 20 miles between
the homestead and Zurich, or between it and the foothills of the
Rocky Mountains 150 miles to the west. There wasn’t enough grass
to attract cattle ranchers, but sheepmen did drive their herds across
the area toward better grass to the north. The winter temperature
could drop to forty degrees below zero ; summers were mild, but it
seldom rained except in a sudden torrential downpour, which ac-
counted for the great ravines that crisscrossed the Bench ; only at
the bottom of the ravines did the soil retain enough water for an
occasional crop.

While Elma battled the emerging hard facts about the Montana

3Throughout his life in the East, the only person Benton met who had ever
“filed and proved up” on a homestead was “Big Ed” Johnson of Colorado.
Johnson and Benton were colleagues in the United States Senate.
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homestead, almost the only prospect with a ray of hope was the
report that her older son might secure a scholarship to Yale. When
she came to Shattuck in March 1914, Dr. Dobbins held out another
ray of hope for her. After praising the performance of her son and
describing him as “precisely the kind of youth Shattuck wants to
help,” he volunteered to try to offer “something special” in the way
of a scholarship for her younger son, if Elma wanted to send him
to Shattuck also.

On that note she returned to Montana, where her sons were to
spend three summers with her. As her money ran out, with no hope
of crops in sight from the “dry land farming,” she made plans to
resume her teaching career. The place, a comedown for a woman
who had been in the center of the intellectual community at the Uni-
versity of Minnesota, was a one-room pineboard school in Blaine
County, Montana, a couple of miles from the homestead, at a salary
of $40 a month for eight months a year. The homestead would be
retained in the hope that her money would last long enough to meet
residence requirements and prove the claim. But after a year Elma
was compelled to take a more lucrative teaching post at Fergus
Falls, Minnesota, and the following year she moved on to North
High School at Minneapolis. In the long run she won title to the
homestead only by means of a “private bill”” put through Congress
by Minnesota’s Senator Frank B. Kellogg, who had once been her
father’s office boy in the state senate. The bill was signed by Presi-
dent Wilson on his last day in office. Thus owning her 320 acres, she
was able later to sell the clapboard house for $250 to a neighbor,
who hauled it off behind a team of horses.

Young Benton, who was to start work on the homestead in the
summer of 1914, was reprieved at the last minute. Elma had heard
that William Ripley Dorr, the twenty-two-year-old organist and
choirmaster of Holy Trinity Church in Minneapolis, was planning
a bicycle trip with a friend through Scotland and England, visiting
the great cathedrals, listening to the great choirs, and inspecting
the organs. The friend had dropped out, Elma learned, and feeling
that her older son could profit from such a venture, she asked Dorr
if he would take the boy along instead. The answer was yes. Elma
by some sort of alchemy, then turned rocks into the necessary $500,
and on 16 June 1914 her son and Dorr left for Europe.

There was no hint of war in the air when they reached Glasgow
and toured the Lake Country. The highlight of their trip for the
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remainder of June and July was a visit to Durham castle, where the
pair were shown around by the noted Dr. Henley Hensen, the bishop
of Durham. The latter afterwards invited the two young Americans
to dinner, and as Benton reported in a letter to Elma: “I sat be-
tween two bishops and felt pretty shaky. It ended up with Dr. Hen-
sen giving us each a nice copy of one of his books, and he put his
name in the front.” What the youth did not report was that Dr.
Hensen also gave him a gold sovereign.

Six days later, 2 August, the two tourists were in Lincoln, and
young Benton crackled with excitement at being the first with the
news as he wrote his mother:

We’ve just learned of England’s mobilization (it is not yet
known to the public). A rich American from Boston found it
out and told us. We also just learned of Germany’s declaration.
Everybody is very excited. We would be stranded except that
we happen to have tickets on the American line, the only line
running to N.Y. Our tickets will be worth an awful lot. We are
very, very lucky. It’s funny seeing cathedrals when everybody
is talking of war. I suppose you get the papers. Imagine what
it is in England. We are very lucky with our tickets. England
has taken no stand yet.

The next day, when England declared war, found him in Cam-
bridge. But it was not until 6 August that he summarized for his
mother the whole of the event he had lived through:

There were three days when the banks were closed and we
couldn’t get money. For a while I didn’t have a cent. Money
scarce. Everybody frightened. Parliament wanted 100,000,000
pounds. Banks to dig up. Crash, rushes on banks, banks close.
Country in a state of excitement. I will remember this all of
my life.

Elma cabled to say that if he could not come back by ship, he
should enter school in England. There was, however, no trouble in
coming home, except for an incident in Liverpool where Benton had
his first taste of “security regulations.” He and Dorr were arrested
for taking pictures on the docks, but the suspect choirmaster and
choirboy were finally released and their cameras returned. Their
homebound ship carried double its normal quota of passengers but
it was smooth sailing in all other respects.
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Benton was back in Shattuck in time for the start of the 1914 fall
term, without first seeing his mother, who was in Montana. Though
still a private in the cadet corps, he had been an eyewitness to the
outbreak of the European war—and hence, at fourteen, a “seasoned
veteran” of that conflict. But other boys were in the feeder lines
leading to the battlefield itself. Some forty Canadian youths failed
to return that fall, many of them having volunteered for service in
the Canadian army.
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Would-Be Soldier

As the fall of 1914 turned into winter there were reminders that the
war overseas was no Indian uprising of the kind the Shattuck cadets
were originally trained to put down. There was an occasional an-
nouncement that a former student who had volunteered in the Cana-
dian army had lost his life on the western front. At intervals, too, an
antique Englishman who had fought in some forgotten colonial war
would show up at Shattuck and regale the boys with tales of derring-
do against the Fuzzy-Wuzzies. Whether or not this was the British
propaganda machine in subtle motion, young Benton had aesthetic
reservations about the performance. “The stories this retired En-
glish officer told,” he said in a letter to his Grandfather Daniel,
“were not half as good or as interesting as those you tell of the Civil
War.” To which he added a sudden postscript: “My voice is chang-
ing.”

At Shattuck, Benton’s mood had been swinging wildly from the
depths of pessimism to the heights of optimism and back again, al-
though in the month before Christmas there was no sign that he was
suffering more than his usual range of agonies. He and Tommy
Matthews were the only two boys in the school studying first-year
Greek, and as Bill wrote Elma, “I don’t stand up very well in com-
parison with Matthews who is a shark at Greek. He is always on top
of the day’s lesson, and I always get bawled out because I am not.”
He hoped, however, “to beat him all hollow in algebra.”

When Benton arrived in Fergus Falls for Christmas with his
mother and his grandparents, his rebellion toward Shattuck was at
once apparent. He had brought with him all his worldly goods and
announced that he would not go back. Why? Two girl cousins had
written him that students in the Fergus Falls High School were
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having a wonderful time, and this piece of intelligence made military
life seem all the more grim. Further, Tommy Matthews, “the shark
at Greek,” would not be back at Shattuck. He was transferring to
Saint Paul’s in New Hampshire to be a bit nearer New Jersey, where
his father had just been made the Episcopal bishop. It was hard
enough to be one of two boys studying Greek. With Matthews gone,
he dreaded the prospect of being the only Greek scholar.

It is not clear whether his mother had ever intimated that there
was a connection between Bill’s record at Shattuck and the prospect
Dr. Dobbins had held out that Dan might also get some sort of
scholarship. But it is clear that when the older son said flatly that
he wouldn’t return to Shattuck, ElIma—though she had not seen him
for almost a year—just as flatly said he would. In a protracted test
of wills, the mother did not flinch. The son fell on his knees and cried.
His sobs did not move her, except for one concession. He could have
the option of not taking second-year Greek. Otherwise, she crushed
his rebellion, and personally took him back to Shattuck like a pris-
oner of war being led into a stockade. He appeared subdued ; if there
was any wrath left in him, he could take it out on the reconditioned
typewriter Elma gave him as a Christmas present.

At first, there was plenty of wrath left in him, and he voiced it in
his typewritten letters to his mother whenever he saw an opening to
be brusque. Thus to her in early January 1915. “I want you to tell
me whether I should be confirmed as an Episcopalian or not. Do
you want me to be confirmed in some other church than the Congre-
gational? Do you want me to be confirmed at all? Do not leave that
to my own judgment, or say you do not care; because if you do, I
will wait until you tell me definitely. Please answer this immediately,
if only by card.” This was followed in the next few weeks by a series
of medical reports, based on self-diagnosis and reading like the
ten plagues. In all these he seemed to imply that his mother was
responsible for every ache and pain he was suffering, from eyestrain
to insomnia, from “rheumatism” to earaches and hives. The only
good thing he had to report was that he had a new roommate, Phil
Works, and got along well with him.

Still, since Benton knew that he would have to stay the course at
Shattuck, he began to make the most of all things that came his
way. He was “pledged” to a fraternity—and eventually became its
president. He made one of the scrub football teams comprised of
leftovers from the first and second varsity teams, and he eventually
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became its captain, suffered a broken nose, but had a “successful”
season. He was, in his own words, “a damn good captain but a lousy
right end.”

There was also his recovery from a shattering surprise. In an ad
sent out by a firm specializing in old coins, he thought he read that
buffalo nickels of a certain date brought many times their worth.
And so he wrote to his mother: “I wish you would send me all your
buffalo nickels because I can sell them for twenty-five cents each.
I will make my fortune. I have got sixteen nickels already but I have
not sold them yet. I am paying ten cents for them and am doing a
thriving business.” At last he was ready to cash in and make his
fortune. “I sent away twenty 1914 buffalo nickels,” he wrote his
mother, “and a couple of days later I got a postal card saying that
they were worth five cents each and are waiting for return post-
age.” He eventually found a more reliable source of pocket money.
He became the school’s sole agent for memory books, stationery,
class pins, and other emblems. Best of all, he invented a binder, on
which he secured a monopoly from the memory book company, to
hold the newly founded weekly school paper, of which he was sports
editor. He sold this at $1.50-—twice his purchase price—to vir-
tually every cadet in school. This was his introduction to the spe-
cialty selling of books in which he later became the world leader.

One aspect of life at Shattuck seemed to depress Benton more
than any other. Until his senior year, he was denied his ardent am-
bition to be made at least an NCO in the corps of cadets. But he
eventually made in local terms something better than an officer.
After many palpitations of the heart, all recorded like electrocar-
diograms in letters to his mother, he made the “crack squad.” This
was a special drill team of twelve boys, the pride of Shattuck, su-
preme and unique in the entire United States, with special black and
white uniforms setting them off from the herd at the proms at which
they were featured. No triumph of later life meant so much to him.

Benton’s last two years at Shattuck revolved in general around
an ironclad promise he got in the early summer of 1915 from Mr.
Edward T. Gale of Minneapolis. Gale was a key figure in the Yale
Club, which annually awarded a scholarship to a young man from
the Northwest who wanted to go to Yale, and Benton wanted to
know if the sixteen-month-old commitment he had from Shattuck’s
assistant headmaster, Mr. Matthison, concerning that scholarship
still stood. It did. The scholarship would be held for him even if he
flunked the entrance examinations on a first try. Harvard, as “the
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mother of movements,” might stress academic excellence in its stu-
dents. Yale, as “the mother of men,” stressed the old Puritan virtue
of “character.” Bill Benton had “character,” besides other virtues.
His father and grandfather had graduated from Yale. Further, he
had been brought up a close playmate of Gale’s only son, who lived
a block away from the Bentons in their Minneapolis days. The son
was Richard Pillsbury Gale, the only grandson of Governor Pills-
bury who had founded the flour mills—and helped unseat State Sen-
ator Hixson.

Young Benton did not know how small the scholarship would
prove to be—$250 a year. Its promise became a golden vision he
clung to for the remainder of that summer as he worked a grinding
routine on the desolate Montana homestead. He cleared rocks with
a pick and horse-drawn stoneboat. On the same stoneboat he hauled
drinking water from a spring three and a half miles away, where he
would fill the hogshead by pail. Each week he rode more than forty
miles on horseback for any mail waiting in Zurich.

It is hard for a contemporary reader to imagine what that fron-
tier was like in 1915—perhaps like Ohio a hundred years before, but
devoid of fertile soil. There were no doctors, no schools save a single
room for eight elementary grades. Running water and electricity
were unknown. Bathing meant a Saturday scrubbing with water
heated by wood fire, in a rubber tub dragged onto the living room
floor. Reading was by kerosene lamp. A single horse provided power
for chores, a pony took care of transportation, and one cow gave
fresh milk. Rarely, there would be enough rain to raise a meager
crop of some vegetable. Drinking water came from the hogshead—
and Benton remembers that the trick was to get the dipper in, filled
with water, and out again without collecting slime. Meat—except
canned salmon and chipped beef, cooked in various ways—was un-
known unless Bill shot a jackrabbit ; he did get one sage hen in four
summers. He used to hope that sheepherders heading north might
give the Bentons one of their flock, but they never did—even when
he rode out to the moving herd and asked for a sheep in exchange for
passage across his mother’s homestead. Compared to Montana,
Shattuck in the fall of 1915 seemed like the life of Utopia. He was
even glad to hear that his younger brother would be joining him at
school after Christmas. “I will help Dan all I can with his work,”
Bill wrote Elma. He tried to do just that when Dan came to Shat-
tuck, but with little effect.

Girls were now beginning to put their mark on Benton’s young
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life, and he often appealed to his mother for advice on how to meet
certain problems they posed. Elma, in a comprehensive reply to all
his questions, took a position that was sharply beside the point of
her son’s inquiries. She voiced her deep concern over the repetitive
new note he had been striking about “girls.” It could only mean that
he was “squandering” his money. He was neglecting his studies. By
having “joined the pleasure-seeking throng” so early in life, he
was “forming bad habits that would prove disastrous in college.”

He was quick to assure her that she was “dead wrong” on every
count of this indictment. “Believe me!” said he emphatically, “I'm
going to study when I go to college, and I am going to get Phi
Beta Kappa. It is one of my ambitions.” As for her other charges:
“I don’t think I’m extravagant, Mother. I don’t spend money on
frivolity, that’s a cinch. I want to help myself through college. I’ve
always intended to. I don’t know what I can do, but that will de-
velop.” In this, he spoke with the assurance of a successful entrepre-
neur (he was then earning around $16 a month on his stationery
business).

Toward the end of the school year, before returning to the Mon-
tana homestead for another round of loneliness and back-breaking
toil, his announced hope to make Phi Beta Kappa was subordinated
to another ambition. The Wilson administration in Washington had
taken a few faltering steps in the direction of a defense prepared-
ness program, and this prompted Benton to inform his mother that
he wanted to enlist in the army ‘‘as soon as war breaks out in earn-
est.” Further, “the whole school was taken down to see the moving
picture, ‘The Battle Cry of Peace.” It is an instructive movie on
the preparedness question, advocating it. It is wonderful. Every-
body liked it. When it comes your way, be sure to see it, because I
know that you will like it very much, even though it is a little hor-
rible.” His mother forwarded the letter to his aunt, Dr. Mary
Benton. Aunt Mary tried to cool the blood of the young warrior by
sending him some pacifist pamphlets. Their receipt prompted him
again to write Elma: “Perhaps the ‘Battle Cry of Peace’ is exag-
gerated. But there must be something in it. I want to enlist as soon
as I can get out of Shattuck.”

Benton’s letters to his mother during his last year at Shattuck
reflected a youth torn by eagerness to enlist in the army and by
concern about possible disaster in the coming entrance examinations
for Yale. “Don’t tell me I can’t fail,” he wrote her, “because I very
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well may.” In June 1917, as his graduation from Shattuck drew
near, one would have supposed that his expressed fear of failure
was just a flaming arrow shot into the air for the sake of the awe-
some beauty of its trajectory. The examinations for Yale coincided
with his final examinations at school, but even that seemed no
ground for concern. On a four-year average, Benton stood second
in his Shattuck class every year, and first when all the years were
averaged.

But then came the fiasco. William Burnett Benton, son, grand-
son, and nephew of Phi Beta Kappa preachers, teachers, or uni-
versity department heads, failed his entrance examinations to Yale.

The news reached Elma Benton in a form letter, saying that her
son had failed each of his four examinations. Benton, in agony,
wrote to the Yale authorities to say that surely a mistake had been
made. The answer was that he had indeed passed the examinations
in English and mathematics, but had failed in French and Latin—
which made their original notice correct for all practical purposes.
Under the “new plan” it was necessary for a boy to pass all four of
the so-called comprehensive examinations.

Under the “old plan,” had he taken his examinations at the end
of each year, subject by subject, he would have doubtlessly piled up
the credits required to be admitted to Yale. But as he had been the
No. 1 man in academic standing in his class on a four-year average,
his teachers did not think of keeping him after each year’s com-
mencement exercise for the few days required to take examinations
subject by subject. Since they would have had to supervise the exam-
inations—and hence delay their own departure from the school—
they were happy to send the boy home so that they could go home
themselves.

Benton later learned that he had scored 100 in his mathematics
examination and was the only Yale applicant that year who did so.
But that did not make him feel any better. The massive fact re-
mained that Yale, following its rules, had slammed the door in his
face.

The summer of 1917, again spent working on the Montana home-
stead, did nothing to alleviate Benton’s depression. First, there was
his doleful experience at a Fourth of July dance held at Cherry
Ridge, a tiny place consisting of a general store which included a
post office and a school. Benton, fresh from school and not yet
broken to the saddle, wanted to go. Wearing his best, and only, store
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suit, a fancy one by Montana standards (where Sears, Roebuck
styles prevailed), he set off on horseback to ride the thirty-five
miles straight over the prairie with no roads or trails of any kind.

The dance started at five o’clock in the evening and was to last
until five the next morning, since almost everyone present had come
across the prairie and could not find his way home in the dark. At
least three or four men were on hand for every woman, but young
Benton was choosy. From the time of his arrival until nine in the
evening, he was on the lookout for a girl of his own age to dance
with. Finally his watchful waiting seemed about to pay off. He
saw an attractive girl of about sixteen sitting on the bench along
the wall across the room. Benton approached the girl, introduced
himself in the approved Shattuck style for correct manners, and
asked if he could have the pleasure of a dance with her. The girl
hesitated and said: “I don’t know whether my husband would like
it.” And she added: “Besides, I don’t know what to do with my
baby.” It was only then that young Benton noticed the baby bundled
next to her. But he was desperate. So was she. They danced, danced
again, and then again—while young Benton fought to suppress his
bitter disappointment and unhappiness over his partner.

He started home on horseback at five in the morning and did
not reach his mother’s homestead until noon. He tumbled off the
horse so tired and saddle sore that he thought he would never be
able to get on a horse again. With no sleep since nine o’clock the
previous morning, he had ridden seventy miles. It was a big price to
pay for a few dances with a sixteen-year-old married girl who had a
baby. Still, there were no other young girls at the dance and he
didn’t see another one all summer long. That was part of life on the
frontier. Years later, he supposed that his mother was right when
she said to him: “Billie, Montana was good for you.” But when he
looked back on the time he spent there it seemed like the suburbs of
hell, especially in the summer of 1917.

There was another thing his mother later said to him: “Don’t for-
get that you owe Shattuck a great deal.” He didn’t forget, came to
serve on its board of trustees, and made impressive financial con-
tributions to it. But the more he thought about the prisonlike mili-
tary aspect of the place, the more he hated it retroactively. Re-
solving to do something to spare other youths his own torment, he
offered the school a large extra gift on condition that all its military
features be cast aside. The offer was not accepted.
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The plans Elma made for her older son’s further education took
their cast from a change in her own life. Throughout the summers
of 1916 and 1917, on the Montana homestead, Elma reflected at
length on her own long-range prospects. If she was to return to
teaching on a permanent basis, she should have academic credentials
qualifying her for higher positions, perhaps in a university. This
meant at least a master’s degree in education. Accordingly, she
applied for and was admitted as a graduate student in Columbia
University’s Teachers College, starting in the fall of 1917. Her
friends could not see the logic behind her decision. Elma was forty-
two years old ; she had a fine job with North High School in Minne-
apolis ; and with her salary she could educate her two boys. Why,
then, make the kind of break that would take her to New York? Her
mind, however, was made up, and no arguments advanced by her
friends could change her decision.

Since she could not afford to take her sons with her, she arranged
to have Bill enroll in Carleton College, where his aunt, Dr. Mary
Benton, was dean of women. Carleton, at Northfield, Minnesota,
would put Bill only twenty miles north of his brother Dan in Fari-
bault. The two boys would be about forty-five miles south of Minne-
apolis, where other relatives and many friends lived, and close
enough to Fergus Falls to spend the Christmas holidays with their
grandparents.

Another factor in Elma’s decision was that her older son, by
attending Carleton (or any other accredited college), would have
two options. He could enter Yale as a sophomore provided he passed
the entrance examinations, or he could drop back a year and enter
the freshman class without taking the examinations he had come to
dread. Elma was so determined to see her son get into Yale that she
was willing to write off the year at Carleton and have him go to
New Haven as a freshman.

When Benton entered Carleton, his being the nephew of the dean
of women caused ““a sensation.” He was the “best known freshman
in the class.” True, he didn’t have any money “to take the girls to
the movies like the other fellows” did. True, his clothes were so worn
and threadbare that once when he bent over, he split his pants “wide
open.” But there were compensations. He was promptly made a
corporal in the Carleton Company, “with good chances of promo-
tion.” He was elected to the Philomathean Literary Society, “the
oldest and the best in school, and the one every freshman wants to
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make.” And not only did he make the freshman debating team but
he also won a place on the “Philo” debating team, and it was “very
unusual for a freshman to make it.”

Then, on the eve of a Carleton varsity basketball game, Benton
was asked to substitute for the regular cheer leader at a basketball
game played by Carleton’s second-string team. This activity
prompted his mother to dash off several warning notes about the ad-
verse effect cheer leading would have on his throat. “I do not see
why you are always talking about my throat not being strong,” he
said in a sharp rejoinder. “I. is even stronger than the average.”
Then, without meaning to venture into prophecy, he added: “My
throat will stand plenty of yelling. I may get hoarse but that does
not mean that my throat is sore.”

Nor did his academic standing suffer from his debating and yell-
ing. He again held the No. 2 academic rank among the men in his
class and was enjoying himself so much and was doing so well on
every front—social, military, and academic—that he argued the
advantage of continuing at Carleton for four years, after which
he would go to Yale for graduate work. “I am telling you these
things,” Benton concluded, “so that if you think it would be better
for me to do something else, I should do it, because I know that
whatever you think is best is sure to be best.”

Before Elma could state what she thought was best, she had a
non sequitur from her son to weigh along with everything else. “Bi-
ology,” he suddenly informed her, “is getting to be very instructive.
We have been studying all about the venereal diseases, birth control
and its evil effects in France, etc., and about reproduction in all
animals and man in particular. I think it is something that everyone
ought to know.” Elma tabled that one for a while, but fired away
at the other thoughts he was juggling. She insisted that he keep a
steady course pointing to Yale—even if it meant taking the en-
trance examinations or entering as a freshman.

Her son provisionally agreed to the general plan, but he warned
that he didn’t think he would be able to “stick it out at Yale,” since
he “wanted to get in the Army pretty badly.” He would not be an
exception to a family tradition. He was the great-great-great
grandson of soldiers in General George Washington’s army during
the Revolutionary War. He was the great-grandson of soldiers in
General Andrew Jackson’s army during the war of 1812. He was
the grandson of a soldier in General Ulysses S. Grant’s army during
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the Civil War. He was the grandson of missionaries who were sol-
diers of the Lord in the Middle East. Now it was his turn to be a
soldier in General John Pershing’s army during the world war. Evi-
dence of his earnestness appears in a letter which his Aunt Mary
Benton sent to Elma on 11 May 1918:

I must talk to you about Billy. His desire to enlist seems to be
very strong. I have tried to say what I could to dissuade him.
I cannot feel that it is best. All the word from Washington
seems to be that it is wiser for boys of his age to wait at least
until they are twenty-one and to pursue their studies. He says
that he is just as strong as any of those boys that are going.
I cannot help wishing that Billy could content himself with
going on with his studies. There is no question about the
strength of his desire to enlist.

Elma knew what to say. “When the United States government
wants boys of 18,” she wrote her son, “it will draft them. You are
the eldest son of a widow and have an extra reason for waiting until
the government tells you it wants you.” She won her point for the
time being, but the debate was not over.

Benton, however, won a point of his own in a different debate.
Instead of returning in the summer of 1918 for work on the Mon-
tana homestead, he joined Phil Works, his former Shattuck room-
mate, in taking a job on a roadbed construction crew of the Duluth,
Mesabi, and Northern Railway serving the Mesabi iron range in
northern Minnesota. What he saved out of his pay (the offered rate
was $70 a month, plus room and board in the labor barracks or
small hotels) would help meet the initial costs of the fall move to
New Haven. Elma, after much discussion, agreed to the summer
Job, though she took a pessimistic view of where it might lead.

The early reports Elma had from her son as his work took him
over the iron range were reassuring. But then came a series of notes
telling of many new friends in Duluth, where he met college men with
“millionaires for fathers.” By the end of July 1918, thanks to the
sons of the “millionaires,” he and Phil Works had been accepted by
the circle of well-to-do girls in Duluth, and there were regular get-
togethers whenever a weekend brought the boys near that city.

A letter referring to these activities reached Elma in Montana
coincident with the news from Fergus Falls that her mother, then
in her mid-seventies, had died. The funeral would be in Fergus Falls




42 MOTHER AND SON

and the interment in Burlington, Iowa. Elma called Bill by a rail-
road telephone line. Before the bad connection was broken off, she
told him about the death in the family and then abruptly turned to
the living present. She accused her son of “squandering’ his money
by trying to keep up with a “dissipated pack of rich boys,” and by
slipping off with them for “a frolic in Duluth with a dissipated
group of rich young girls.” She was appalled to see his “principles
breaking.”

Benton promptly wrote a letter that would be waiting for his
mother upon her return to Zurich from Burlington. First he com-
mented on the “numbing” news of his grandmother’s death. Then
he turned abruptly to his mother’s “unjust, warped conclusions.”
He was not walking any primrose path over the iron ranges, and he
enclosed an itemized account to show how he had spent his earnings
to date. His mother should remember that, with her previously given
consent, he had bought a new suit he had needed but had no money
to get when he was at Carleton. Otherwise, in seven weeks of work
under the blazing sun, he had spent a total of only $34 on himself.
This came to roughly $5 a week for clothes, laundry, pressing, and
everything else, including stamps for his extensive correspondence
with assorted people. “Is that very extravagant?”’ he asked rhetori-
cally. Nor could he see why his mother thought his “principles were
breaking.” This was the unkindest cut of all. “I never,” said he,
“met so clean a bunch of young fellows in my life, or such a splendid,
pure-minded group of girls.”

Several days later, as if to clinch the argument, he sent his mother
a picture of a girl named Cordelia Collins, a student at Smith, whom
he was taking to a dance in Duluth. “Cordelia,” he noted, “reminds
me a great deal of you, for she is so very practical and sensible. I
get very, very, sick of these little butterfly girls who don’t know
what it is to think a serious thought.”

‘ Meanwhile, a draft law was passed in August 1918 covering men
between the ages of eighteen and forty-five. Benton, age eighteen,
registered in Duluth, giving as his home address the place in New
York where his mother would be staying on her return to Columbia
in the fall, where she had a new appointment to the Teachers College
faculty, at $900 a year, as supervisor of secondary school teachers
in the training school connected with the college. By the terms
of the draft law, it was understood that when Benton entered Yale
he would automatically be inducted into the army as a member of
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the Student Army Training Corps, receive the regular private’s
pay of $30 a month, live in a barracks, and eat in a mess hall—all
paid for by the government. He would go into training as a field
artillery officer, a program unique at Yale and begun there even
before the war. He was not clear about what the new turn of things
meant to his academic status, or how much academic work he would
be taking along with the military. The Yale authorities didn’t know
what the army had in mind for their institution.

In any case, within a week after the draft law was passed, Benton
was the only “college man” left on the construction crew. He needed
every cent he could earn, and he worked right up to the day in mid-
September when his mother came from Minneapolis to Duluth,
where the pair boarded a Great Lakes passenger boat for a trip
to Buffalo, New York, and then by train to New York City.

Benton was so eager for military service that in Buffalo he briefly
slipped away from his mother and walked into a Marine recruiting
station seeking to enlist. An old-line Marine recruiting sergeant
took young Benton into a nearby bar and offered him some beer to
make sure that he would capture his boy. The boy refused the beer,
and for good measure added primly that he had never tasted liquor
of any kind. Whatever the sergeant made of this, he advised the
youth not to enlist but to stick to his studies and become an officer.
When Benton later confided the episode to his mother, she promptly
threatened to enroll him in Columbia in order to keep him under
surveillance, but she relented, and he proceeded to Yale.

Under the new draft law, a boy qualified for college could enter
the army and enroll for officer training right at his college. The
ablest ones would then be shipped on to the regular officer training
camps of the United States Army. Yale, however, was an exception
to the rule. Instead of its being a processing center for boys destined
for regular army camps, various draft centers shipped some twenty-
five hundred men to Yale to train for field artillery commissions—
simply because Yale had the horses and what passed for dormitories
and mess halls. Most of the tramees were not really Yale students.
They did only a minimum of academic work. But from reveille until
taps their day was a round of standing formation, routine drills,
and mass descents on the mess hall.

Benton was inducted into this life on 28 September 1918, got his
typhoid shots, and promptly began to run a high fever—though
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not from the shots alone. He was aflame with frustration because
none of his “training for the infantry” at Shattuck or at Carleton
could be converted into a ground for distinction in Yale’s artillery
setup. Even when he had a chance to show his power of command by
once putting a platoon through a snappy bit of drill, the lieutenant
in charge was looking elsewhere and didn’t notice the performance
at all. Nor was there any sign of action on his application for a
transfer to infantry training at a regular army camp. He was ready
to settle for anything—even a “good sergeancy,” if this meant
getting out of Yale, into the regular army, and from there to
France.

On 10 November 1918 he wrote to his mother that along with two
thousand trainees, he had recently taken a “final test” involving
trigonometry, and that almost everyone’s mark was raised 20 points
because the instructors giving the test had allowed only one hour
instead of the two that were prescribed. It had also been announced
that only one man completed the examination with a perfect 100
without the 20-point bonus. He was Private Benton of Battery C.

It was the high point of Benton’s military career. The day after
his success, the armistice was signed on the western front. “I didn’t
go anywhere,” Private Benton informed Elma in describing the
noise that greeted news of the armistice. “I was so intensely dis-
appointed in having missed the war that it made me sick. The war
was the greatest experience of my generation, and I was not part
of it.” He had lost twenty pounds from the bad food at Yale, but be-
cause of his “contribution to the war effort” he had a $10,000
government insurance policy which he would convert when he was
twenty-five years old into an “endowment” policy paying off when
he was sixty-two.

Three days after the armistice, his depression had deepened to a
point where he wanted to drop out of school entirely just as soon as
he was mustered out of the Student Army Training Corps. He
thought of going to New York if he could get a job. He thought of
transferring anywhere that would have him as a sophomore if only
to get his schooling over as quickly as possible. “It is very peculiar
how my ambition and everything has gone,” he wrote his mother.
“I don’t seem to be able to awaken it or to care about anything.” He
hadn’t the slightest idea “what to do next.”

His mother, as usual, had a very strong idea of what he should do
next. She ordered him to stick to his academic work at Yale until
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he completed his work on the B.A. degree. Benton, obedient to her
will, remained at Yale after the Student Training Corps was de-
mobilized on 15 December, in order to take the entrance examina-
tions. If he passed them, he would get credit for the year spent at
Carleton. If he failed, he would have to enter as a freshman.

After the examinations, he joined his mother in New York for the
Christmas holidays, then doubled back to New Haven, where he had
left his trunk at the railroad station in line with a plan he kept to
himself. If he again failed his entrance examinations, in his deter-
mination not to forfeit the year he had spent at Carleton, he meant
to pick up his trunk and head for Williams College, which his grand-
father, William Benton, had attended in his own time before trans-
ferring to Yale. However, he was spared the need to put the plan
into effect. Yale’s dean of admissions was “Toots” Farr, and the
dean of the college was Dean Jones, a man who had once been a
faculty colleague of Professor Charles Benton at the University of
Minnesota. The case of young Benton may have already been dis-
cussed between the two deans when Benton appeared in Farr’s office
and put a trembling question to him: “Did I pass the entrance ex-
aminations and will I be admitted as a sophomore?” Farr replied
cryptically: “You are admitted as a sophomore.” Benton pursued
the matter no further. He assumed that he had failed Latin again
but was being admitted as a sophomore in honor of his deceased
father. Later, he discovered that the university needed sophomores
badly ; the class which entered in 1917 was so depleted by the war
that it was the smallest in decades.

Along with other demobilized students who stayed at Yale or who
returned in large numbers from the war, Benton shifted to an aca-
demic track in early January. He was not reconciled to the fact of
his aborted military career. Nor would he be reconciled for more
than a decade afterward. The matter would periodically come to the
forefront of his consciousness, to disrupt his relationship with his
mother—and with himself.
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Outsider at Yale

The Yale Benton faced was not the college of his father’s or grand-
father’s day, when Puritan clergymen held all the strategic places
as administrators and professors. Their educational mission, as
they saw it, was to train prospective Congregational clergymen or
teachers, and undergraduate instruction at Yale College was based
largely on the principle of austere exposure to and triumph over
pain.

The last clergyman president of Yale, Timothy Dwight, was suc-
ceeded in 1899 by Arthur Twining Hadley, Yale’s authority on rail-
roads. Hadley, until he retired in 1921, often exhorted students to
prepare themselves for a career of public service, and he also wrote
a great deal about the relationship among ethics, political economy,
and business. But this seemed only a ceremonial bow to Yale’s long
history as a training ground for ministers, and college presidents.

The main body of students in Benton’s day did not follow Hadley
even in a ceremonial bow to the past. Undergraduate life still drew
its intellectual tone from the scions of New England’s Puritan
aristocracy—and its branches which settled the West—scions who
were largely trained at eastern “prep” schools. A handful of stu-
dents did lend themselves to the traditional molding process and
traditional careers. But to an increasing degree, young men aiming
at a business career converged on Yale from around the nation be-
lieving that its high academic reputation and high social prestige
would help them in business later on. The days of the week and the
hours of the day at which courses were offered were often the most
important factor in determining their courses of study. Benton had
a comment to make about the matter later in life. In November 1937,
as the new vice-president of the University of Chicago, when he
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spoke over a CBS national hookup on “The Education of a Business
Man,” he said:

The professor’s job was to conduct classes, to keep us awake
in them, and at the end of the semester to engage us in a battle
for grades. . . . Few of my classmates even considered the merits
of further education once we were entitled to call ourselves
“Bachelor of Arts,” unless we wanted to become high-priced
lawyers or doctors and had to stay on. It seldom occurred to us
that a life of scholarship or university research might be a
career for a man. To us, the graduate student, to quote Dr.
George E. Vincent, was a fellow who didn’t know enough to go
home when the party was over.

In January 1918, Benton was not so critical. He was eager to get
into “the party,” but found many obstacles.

First, there was Yale’s arbitrary class system. Students were ac-
cepted by classes, made their friends by classes, were assigned rooms
by classes, were promoted by classes, engaged in athletics by classes,
loafed on the Yale fence by classes, took up the various customs
and privileges of college life by classes, and were accepted into the
secret societies by classes. Benton’s status, as a sophomore who had
not spent his first year at Yale, automatically made him an outsider
on the social track the main body of his class was following. More-
over, he had chosen Richard Gale of Minneapolis as a roommate,
and Gale, as a freshman, had to live in freshman quarters. So did
Benton—which again removed him from the main body of the sopho-
more class.

Something else made him an outsider. Gale’s father had come
through for Benton with the promised scholarship awarded by the
Minneapolis—Saint Paul Yale Club. But it amounted to only $250
for the sophomore year, and this gave Benton no margin of funds
with which to preen himself. Social lines could be blurred when
everyone wore the same uniform and lived in barracks. But the lines
suddenly re-formed when the students changed to civilian clothes,
lived in the dormitories, chose their own eating places, and squired
girls around to “the dances.” Everything about Benton now
stamped him at Yale as a westerner who was poor, who had no taste
in clothes, and who had no high and mighty connections in the world
of Yale. Finally, though he overflowed with physical energy, he
lacked the athletic skills that could boost the depressed state of his
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stock on the Yale social exchange and mark him a candidate-
designate for the most prestigious of the fraternities and, prospec-
tively, of the senior societies.

Yet the road blocks aroused his competitive instincts. He began
to contribute to the Yale Record, the undergraduate humor maga-
zine, and had a number of items published. He tried out for the Yale
dramatic club. He also tried out for the collegiate debating team,
but without initial enthusiasm. “Debating amounts to practically
nothing in the college,” he informed his mother, “and very few take
an interest in it. Only rubes are supposed even to go out for it. I may
make it, but even if I do, there is not the honor connected with it as
at Carleton. Here in college, it would mean much more to make the
wrestling team or do anything else.”

But while he got at least a toehold in spheres where free competi-
tion prevailed, a month before the junior prom to be held in April,
he was hurled back on his own loneliness and poverty. If he took a
girl to the three-day festivities grouped around the prom, he would
have to lay out $75, and he had no such money to spend on just hav-
ing a good time. He consoled himself, and his mother, with the wild
hope that he might be able to go to the junior prom in his senior
year. But for the moment, he doubted that it would be worthwhile to
invest $6 in a stag ticket. “I could not,” he said, “make out a pro-
gram as I do not know anyone in my class. I am sorry to say,
Mother, that I don’t think I’m going to amount to anything in the
social line around here.”

But he kept trying. During a dance called the “Sophomore Ger-
man” held before the junior prom, he waited in his dormitory until
midnight, when the ticket takers at the door wandered off. Benton
then walked over to the place where the dance was being held and got
into it for nothing—only to be mortified by his own conspicuous-
ness. He was one of the few youths in the place who was not dressed
in a tuxedo. Worse, his best suit never appeared more forbidding.
It was the heavy brown suit he had bought with money earned in
summer work in and around the Mesabi iron range. In Duluth, it had
seemed the height of fashion. Against the background of the “Soph-
omore German” dance, he felt as though he were a garishly illumi-
nated mud pie. “I didn’t have a very good time,” he reported to his
mother. “I did not know any of the girls—or perhaps they didn’t
want to know me.”

Still, said he in a subsequent note to his mother, he was never
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really “bewitched by girls” the way so many of his contemporaries
were. His main interest for the moment was centered on getting
material published in the Yale Record. Here he was increasingly
successful. He was also getting along well in his studies. He had
“received Honors” in economics, logic, geology, and English, and
did “particularly well in logic.” Spanish alone was giving him
trouble in his tests. “I have absolutely no ability for languages,” he
confessed, “and never have had, and I only wish I did not feel I have
to take them. I know that Spanish next year will be my lowest mark.
I doubt if I will get over 65 in it—and if anything keeps me from a
high average, that will be it.” Even so, if it were not for all his out-
side student activities, he had “a strong chance to make Phi Beta
Kappa by his senior year.” He discovered that he was in “an awfully
dumb class.”

In May 1919, a new source of academic distinction opened up for
him when he applied for and was awarded a Rhodes scholarship from
Connecticut. Many had accumulated during the war. His mother,
being informed, did not thrill with delight. She could not see what
bearing the scholarship would have on the business career her son
seemed bent on pursuing, to her own voluble disappointment. “If,”
said she, “you will accept my advice and guidance and go into a
career of scholarship or research, or theology or even law, then you
should take the Rhodes scholarship. If, however, you persist in your
mistaken ideas of going into business, you’d better get at it.” The
obedient son turned the scholarship down.

In the spring of 1919, Benton made a decision of his own which
changed the course of his university education.

New international trading and financial patterns had come to the
surface of the post-armistice world, and many investment markets,
as in Latin America where English and German interests had been
dominant, now lay open to penetration by American banks. But the
latter were short of trained personnel who could be sent abroad to
help exploit the new opportunities. The largest American bank—the
National City Bank of New York—hit upon a solution other banks
were to imitate. At the instigation of its president, Frank Vanderlip,
ithad organized what was euphemistically called a “college training
class” to provide itself with a manpower pipeline from the colleges
and universities.

The program embraced twenty-five universities. Students recom-
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mended by their economics professors could apply at the end of the
sophomore year for summer work with the bank. Two applicants
would be chosen from each institution and would be rotated among
the departments of the bank during two succeeding summers. They
would be paid $80 a month the first summer and $100 the second. If
their performance was satisfactory, upon graduation they would be
employed by the bank at a starting salary of $125 a month. Then
they would be sent to a branch office in Latin America or elsewhere
overseas with the assurance that if they did well they could count on
earning as much as $2,500 a year in three years’ time.

Benton’s economics professor at Yale was a volunteer missionary
working to convert students to the revealed truth of the bank’s plan.
He emphasized that the National City Bank was the “biggest bank
in the Western Hemisphere with many overseas branches,” and its
“scholarship training program” was a passkey to prestige, posi-
tion, and, presumably, a fortune. It was a new gospel, a Third Tes-
tament, which differed from the Old and New Testaments that had
resounded from Yale’s lecterns in the days of Benton’s father and
grandfather. It found an eager convert in young Benton.

A passkey to prestige, position, and a fortune seemed all the more
welcome to him as the academic year at Yale neared its end, and he
appraised where he stood on New Haven’s social stock exchange. He
was clearly among the low men on it. True, he had won the freshman-
sophomore debating contest—and the only silver cup he would ever
win in his life. But as he had suspected, debating at Yale, unlike
Carleton, was the road to social ostracism rather than prestige.
Further, he had not yet accumulated enough “points” to be elected
to the board of editors of the Yale Record, though he had amassed
a formidable number in a few brief months. He was on the eligibility
list of the Yale drama club, but had never been cast in any of its
plays. He had submitted some pieces to Yale’s literary magazine,
but all were rejected. Nor would he have Dick Gale as his roommate
in the year ahead. He had urged Gale, in his own interest, to find a
roommate from among the members of his own class of 1922, while
he himself moved in with his own class of 1921.

It was a bleak summary, and, as usual, Bill poured out his heart
to his mother:

Sometimes I hate this college, and wish I had never seen it.
It seems very aristocratic and it certainly is very hard to get
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acquainted. It is not like the West at all, where it makes no
difference which year you enter. Here the boys have all got
their friends, and they do not care to try to make any new
ones. It is very, very discouraging at times. I hope next year
to do a great deal, and to devote all my time to studying and
trying to make Phi Beta Kappa, to the oratorical contests, to
the Record, to debating, to dramatics, and perhaps to the Lit.
Even if I can’t get to know the fellows, I am going to do a lot
here and satisfy myself, and I am going to do more in three
years than the rest of the class has in four, and enough to make
a senior society two or three times over if I were a junior fra-
ternity man. I am going to do all I can in college, earn all the
money I can, and let everyone else go to the devil.

In this half-dispirited, half-belligerent mood, he secured the nec-
essary recommendations from his professors for the college train-
ing class at the National City Bank and then was interviewed by
E. R. Naar, the assistant cashier of the bank who came to Yale to
pick the actual trainees. Some one hundred Yale students were
among Benton’s competitors for the two open places. Naar, who had
originally come from the West, questioned Benton closely about his
life in Minnesota and Montana and may have seen something of him-
self in the youth before him. In any case, the exchange between two
transplanted westerners of different generations went well. On 19
June, Benton was informed by letter that he was one of the two
students at Yale who had been chosen for the college training class
at the bank and was “congratulated” for “the excellent showing”
he had made in his interview.

Benton was pleased by his triumph over ninety-eight competitors
from Yale but had a moment of doubt before he accepted the Na-
tional City Bank’s job offer. If he deducted from the projected
monthly salary of $80 the monthly cost of transportation, laundry,
pressing, shoe repair, razor blades, stamps, stationery, magazines,
newspapers, and ‘“entertainment,” he did not see how he could man-
age to survive unless his mother helped out. He put the case to her
in a letter, and apologized for doing so.

Elma by now was about to receive her master’s degree, and the
work she had done meant two years toward her Ph.D. degree. But
economic troubles, never far removed, had lately been intensified
by worries about her father. Daniel Webster Hixson still kept his
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home in Fergus Falls, but, on the Montana homestead where he was
living with his son, matters had gone from bad to dreadful. Severe
winters in 1917-18 and 1918-19 had been followed by a drought
that began in early spring of 1919, with rainless days becoming
rainless weeks and months. By early June, dust storms were already
blowing across the face of Montana, and many families in their
despair over crop prospects were abandoning their homesteads.
How long could or should Edwin Hixson hold out? Yet if he left the
land, where would their father live and who would look after him?

An offer to Elma tu join the faculty of the University of Cali-
fornia in Los Angcles suggested a possible answer. Her widowed
sister, Capitola, by now was remarried and living in that city, and if
Elma also established herself there, they could bring their father to
Los Angeles and jointly look after him. She put the plan to her
father, who rejected it. His people for two centuries in America had
fought the elements as farmers, and his son was the only man in
his own direct line of descent who was left to carry on the old fight.
If Edwin walked off the homestead, it would mean a final uprooting
of the family from the soil that had always nurtured it. Nor was
the father ready for a Los Angeles refuge where he would have
nothing to do “except breathe until death collapsed his lungs.” As
long as Edwin still had the will to fight the droughts and dust
storms, his father would back him up with his own labor and money.
He would even sell his home in Fergus Falls and use part of the
procecds to tide them over the 1919 crisis. Next year, surely, there
would be plenty of rain and good crops.!

The stand her father took ended Elma’s flirtation with the Uni-
versity of California. In casting about for other academic posts,
she learned that the trustees of Hosmer Hall, a private school for
girls in Saint Louis, were looking for a new head. There were several
other private schools in Saint Louis at the time, but they all had
men as headmasters. Moreover, Hosmer Hall had had a very distin-
guished tradition, southern style. The wives of many of the leading
citizens of Saint Louis, then very much of a southern town, were
either graduates of the institution or were on its board of trustees.
“Hosmer Hall,” Elina herself would later say laughingly, “also had
the highest tuition west of Pittsburgh’—one reason why the Great
Depression would hit it with devastating force.

1The elements refused to serve Daniel Webster Hixson’s stubborn optimism.
The drought of 1919 extended into 1922, and countless farmers and cattlemen
in the West and Southwest were ruined by it.
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The starting salary offered to the headmistress was $3,500 an-
nually, more than most college deans of women were earning. Fringe
benefits included a cost-free apartment at the school, cost-free
board, and all expenses to educational conferences. These details
appealed to Elma. But there was something else which made the
prospect ahead attractive to this lifelong suffragette. She saw a
chance to change this “finishing school” into a pioneering institu-
tion where young women of “breeding” could be educated for the
emergent new world of “equal rights” and civic responsibilities for
women. For now the congress had adopted the Nineteenth Amend-
ment guaranteeing nationwide suffrage for women, and every sign
said that it would be swiftly ratified.

Elma’s application for the post as the head of Hosmer Hall was
handsomely backed by faculty members of Columbia’s Teachers
College. In swift sequence, she was invited and went to Saint Louis,
was interviewed by the trustees of the girls’ school, was offered the
post, and accepted it. She then went on to Fergus Falls to help her
aging father sell his home. A few days after her arrival, a tornado
hit Fergus Falls with fierce fury, but luckily the Hixson home, with
Elma and her father in it, lay a bit to the side of the tornado’s path
and was spared. The consequent shortage of houses made the home
easy to sell, but added nothing to Elma’s resources. Not a penny
was to be had from the Montana homestead, and the rent money
from the house she still owned in Minneapolis would be drained off
in the cost of moving to Saint Louis and maintaining herself there
until her salary at Hosmer Hall began. Thus she could promise her
son only a few extra dollars if he joined the training class at the
National City Bank—but subject to the condition that he let his
brother live with him in New York. Benton said yes, and accepted
the bank’s offer.

The decision called for a change in his management of a project
which promised, in his own mind, to make him rich. A New Yorker
named Carey had conceived of a college calendar pad which would
mark the red-letter days of each school’s academic year—athletic
contests, dances, examinations, vacations. He needed a student to
take charge of the project at New Haven. The one chosen would get
a percentage of the unit selling price of twenty-five cents, but his
real profit would come from commissions on the advertisements he
got from local merchants for display in the pad.

Yale’s placement bureau recommended Benton to Carey. The pair
met; Benton was offered the local franchise, accepted it, and
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promptly recast Carey’s format in line with some ideas of his own.
The calendar would have drawings, jokes, and sayings to amuse the
student market. Moreover, in an early sign of what was to be Ben-
ton’s lifelong sensitivity to nomenclature, he gave an appropriate
name to the item he meant to sell. It was:

YaLe UniversiTy TICKLER
Tag OrriciaL. UNpERGRADUATE DATE Pap

He had to invest $45 of his own money on business stationery,
calling cards, stamps, and other office items in order to launch the
venture on a professional basis. But he figured that the payoff would
be $400 in clear profit. By mid-June, he stood a little in awe of his
initial success. After calling on only one-half of the New Haven
merchants who were on his list of advertising prospects, he had
promises from four-sevenths of those he had called on. But after he
was picked for the National City Bank’s training class, which was
to start on 1 July, he saw he would not have the time to solicit the
remaining advertising he counted on, and also get the Yale T'ickler
ready for the printer. He needed a partner to finish the job, and he
found one in a classmate. The deal was that the latter would get one-
half of all profits on condition that he remain in New Haven, tidying
up whatever remained to be done after Benton left for New York.

Elma Benton’s own design for brotherly living between her two
sons flowed from a decision she had previously reached about an-
other matter. She noted that while the age difference between the
boys was eighteen months, by 1919 the difference in where they stood
in their schooling had widened to four and a half years. Dan was
plainly in a psychological trap at Shattuck, and since he lacked
Bill’s traits, it was unlikely that he could break out of it unaided.
The older son could rail at being afflicted by real or imagined injus-
tices, yet find in all the blows a vision of the victory he meant to win.
Or he could run into a stone wall, yet find by another route a prize
that was not part of his conscious design. The younger son, on the
other hand, stopped where he stood in a moment of defeat. He was
not lacking in native intelligence, or in personal charm. He was
much beloved by everyone who knew him. The trouble lay in his focus
of attention. He was devoted to a life in the field—to dogs, hunting,
animals of every sort—and girls. Something other than a military
school was needed for a youth of this kind, and as Elma canvassed
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the alternatives, she discovered the existence of Holderness, an
Episcopal school in Plymouth, New Hampshire, with a student en-
rollment of around forty boys. After much correspondence and a
visit with its rector, Reverend Lorin Webster, she was convinced
that in this small and highly personalized school Dan could get a
new lease on life.

In the spring of 1919, Elma enrolled Dan for admission to Hold-
erness in the fall term. And as a part of her plan, she sent the youth
to New Haven in June, preliminary to moving with his brother to
New York for the summer. The two brothers had not seen each other
for almost a year. When they were united in New Haven, Bill’s big
brother protectiveness—and his acute embarrassment as a socially
ambitious Yale man—spilled over in a report he sent to Elma in
Saint Louis:

Dan showed up here in a shiny and worn green suit. It is
about all he has to his name, and that suit is all wrinkled. He
didn’t have a straw hat. He is virtually without a change of
shirts, ties, underwear, and he has no pajamas. Now that col-
lege is over, there have been some big sales here. I spent $10 of
the little money I have, buying Dan some shirts and the other
things he absolutely needs. We will be sharing the one pair of
pajamas I have. Mother, Dan absolutely has to have some
suits before he goes to school in the fall. I don’t think he has
to get them right away, for I have two suits—and they fit him
better than they do me; so that we will have one suit apiece
while we are having the third suit pressed. The bill for pressing
is going to run into money. But it is absolutely essential that
we make a good appearance. It is a recommendation anywhere
and nothing looks worse than a poorly pressed suit.

The two boys had a first cousin who was living in New York, Mrs.
Margaret Clark Williams, Aunt Harriet Benton Clark’s daughter.
Margaret, then on the staff of the New York Herald, was about to
move to Utica, where her husband Howard was to be the local agent
for the National Cash Register Company. Her cousins arrived in
New York on the eve of her move, and it was through her connec-
tions that a job was found for Dan in the mailing room of the Ameri-
can Lithograph Company at a starting salary of $14 a week.

This hopeful start of life in New York was quickly overcast by
troubles in living arrangements. The National City Bank main-




56 MOTHER AND SON

tained a clubhouse where its trainees could live, and Benton had
secured special permission for his brother to share a room with him
there. But room and board would have to be paid for in advance,
and Benton’s salary from the bank would not be forthcoming until
the end of his first month of work. All the two brothers had between
them was $50, and an emergency appeal to their mother yielded
only $10, the extent of what she could spare. So ended the prospect
of club life. Instead, the two brothers moved into an $8-a-week room
for two in a bedbug-infested YMCA on 125th Street. They could
spare only another dollar a day each for food, and they were often
hungry. Both boys rapidly lost weight, Dan losing twelve pounds
after only a few weeks in New York.

Little food and the bleak YMCA were but two of the many factors
which made the month of July 1919 a low point in Benton’s life. He
was the youngest member in the training class at the National City
Bank, and while he quickly made friends (for life) with William and
Tom Joyce, two youths from California, he was cut off from the
rest by the fact that he did not live in the clubhouse. Then, the calen-
dar pad business had taken an ugly turn. Ten days after Benton
went to New York, his partner back in New Haven wrote to say that
he was leaving for Maine and would not return until early September
and would then complete his share of work on the project.

There had been no further soliciting of New Haven advertisers,
no makeup of the pad, no approach to printers for bids on the print-
ing. Nothing. Benton protested to his partner, but to no avail. The
vision he once had of clearing $400 in profit evaporated. Merely
to salvage his original $45 investment, Benton spent nights on end
in his oven-hot YMCA room, writing letters to New Haven mer-
chants, printers, and Yale authorities, all bearing on matters re-
lated to the calendar pad project.

There was also his brush with a near-disaster of another kind. He
had met a pleasant girl in New York but couldn’t afford to take her
anywhere except for a walk in the park or to “an 11¢ movie.” When
he kissed her one night, she said to him breathlessly, “When do we
tell mother?” “Tell mother what?” he asked. To which she replied,
“We’re going to get married, aren’t we?” The budding romance died
on the hook of the question mark. After that, Benton found his
entertainment in listening to “Bolshevik” stump speakers harangue
125th Street crowds about the world’s evils, and about the coming
revolution which would set everything right. Or occasionally he and
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Daniel would stand at Grant’s Tomb looking across the Hudson
River at the bright lights of the Palisades Amusement Park, won-
dering if some day they would get there; they never did.

The lowest recorded point in Benton’s life in New York that sum-
mer occurred on a night when he was invited by William Joyce to
meet four of his own friends who were then in the city. The effect of
the encounter led to a volcanic eruption in a letter Benton wrote to
his mother the next day:

The four fellows were all about my own age, and every single
one of them had been overseas. They had all volunteered right
out of prep school, except one, and he went after his freshman
year in college. Oh, Lord, how I felt out of it, and I suppose
that is the way I will feel the rest of my life.

You did not know what you were talking about, nor did the
whole family, and I often feel very like cursing at everybody
who even mentioned to me that I oughtn’t to go. I feel it is a lot
my own fault, though, for I should have told everybedy to go
to the devil and have gone anyway. I was plenty old enough
to decide for myself, and that is what I ought to have done,
instead of listening to this darn peace talk and wailing of Aunt
Mary and everybody else.

The men I am meeting every day always take it for granted
that I was in the service the way everybody else was. They are
always talking about the war, and I never can even listen with a
clear conscience. . . . I seem to have reached a place where
I feel very unsettled and do not know what on earth to do with
myself. The war made me very restless, anyway, and I some-
times feel that the height of my ambition would be to see the
whole world, and become an educated bum. I know I think I
would be a great deal more satisfied at work this winter, earn-
ing my own way, than I would with your borrowing money at
the bank to put me through college. I feel so darn inefficient
anyway. Yet I really do not look forward to spending my life
in an office. I seem to crave excitement, especially since I missed
out on the war, and I can’t get over my great restlessness,

Life turned a little brighter when the mail one day brought him a
check for $3.50 from Judge magazine, then a leading humor maga-
zine in the nation. He had sent it four jokes that had been previously
refused for publication by the Yale Record, and one of the four had
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been accepted. Life took a still brighter turn when he was trans-
ferred to the investigation department of the bank. “In this depart-
ment,” he noted for his mother’s benefit, “you get a knowledge of
the whole bank. I am getting more interested in banking all the
time.” This was followed toward the end of August by an announce-
ment to his mother that he had ‘“definitely”’ decided on a career in
banking. If so, what did she think about his not returning to college
but continuing to work for the bank? Also, what did she think about
the comparative advantages of working for it in South America,
Europe, or Asia? “The place of work awaiting you,” Elma answered
caustically, “is back at Yale. Moreover, if you are restless to see
the world, you can see more than 5000 years of it by going with Dan
on Labor Day to visit the Metropolitan Museum.”

By now there had been a fundamental change in the relationship
between the two brothers. When they were first thrown together in
New York in a miserable room and had barely enough to eat, old
temperamental differences revived old spats. Dan assailed Bill for
being “too damned bossy.” Bill assailed Dan for being sloppy, care-
less, indifferent to the fact that his shoes were not shined or his
fingernails cleaned, and caring only for dance hall girls. But as the
summer wore on, a changing relationship was mirrored in the older
brother’s report to their mother about how “thrilled” and “proud”
he was because Dan had earned a salary increase from $14 to $15
a week, how “lovable” he was, and how he had “been improving all
summer.” At leave-taking time on 20 September when Dan left for
the Holderness School, the brothers parted on a mutually affection-
ate note.

Benton’s farewell from the National City Bank itself was also on
a happy note. He was told that the bank regarded him as the out-
standing boy in the training program and would await his return
the next summer for another training period. The wind in the com-
pliment filled the sails of Benton’s pride, and one of the first things
he did when he was back in New Haven was to change his academic
plans in order to major in economics while minoring in English. This
meant concentrating on courses in banking, finance, accounting,
and transportation. The National City Bank expected this of him,
and Benton dutifully complied with the expectation—to his bitter
regret in later life, when he was a strikingly successful businessman.

For the new school year Benton had two new roommates. One
was Dana Clark, the son of the clergyman who had been the pastor
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of the First Congregational Church in Minneapolis in which Profes-
sor Charles Benton had been the first deacon. The other was Hervey
Clark of Santa Barbara, California. In reporting this development
to his mother, Benton said that he was “crazy” about both boys,
and went on to amplify some of the reasons why. Dana had been
class orator the previous year, and his duty had been to make a
speech when the Yale fence was given over by the sophomores to the
freshmen. It was “the sign of the most popular man in the class, to
be elected to this position.” Hervey, meanwhile, was the circulation
manager of the Yale Daily News, “which is a big honor.” In fact,
said Bill, “being elected Class Orator is one thing, but I take my hat
off to anybody who can make the Yale Daily News.” There was but
one small flaw in Dana. While he was partly earning his own way,
“he hated to do anything which might lower his prestige.” In evi-
dence of this there was the matter involving the Yale Tickler. After
much Sturm und Drang, Benton had managed to get the calendar
pad published. “I offered Dana a chance to sell these desk pads last
night, and he wouldn’t take it. I went out and sold 66 in an hour,
which would have made $3.30 for Dana.” All in all, however, he felt
he could not have two better roommartes.

Suddenly, however, there was a crisis in connection with selling
the calendar pads. Dean Jones had established a rule forbidding all
organized student canvassing in the dormitories of the college.
When Benton learned of the rule, he went to see the dean in the hope
that an exception could be made in the case of the Yale Tickler. But
the dean said no. He explained that feelings were bad enough be-
tween the town and the students. If he let students drum up business
in an organized way inside the dormitories when he wouldn’t let the
townspeople do it, there would be even worse feelings. Did the rule,
Benton asked, “forbid student salesmen from hawking their wares in
front of the dormitories?” No. Did the rule “extend to Sheffield
Scientific School 7’ No, Sheffield was out of the jurisdiction of Dean
Jones.

The double negatives charted the course Benton steered through
the crisis. He found some hungry students in the college who were
willing to sell the Yale Tickler in front of the dormitories, and he
also organized a force of hungry students for a door-to-door can-
vass in the Sheffield dormitories. He did not clear the $400 profit he
had once anticipated, but neither did he have to declare himself
bankrupt. The venture netted him $100, with a psychic bonus on
the side. His classmates, who were fast hardening into the mold of
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a money-minded generation, could not help noticing how Benton had
converted an airy idea into dollars. “The other night,” Benton re-
ported to his brother, “a fellow offered me $10 cash for all the
money I ever make over $500,000. I think I will take him up, because
I haven’t got one chance in a million of ever making that much
money. He only offered me 50¢ for all I ever make over a million, but
that does not sound so good to me.”

Meanwhile, Benton was buoyed by the reports he had from his
mother in Saint Louis. Everything in her previous life seemed to find
fulfillment in her new work. She was overjoyed by the students, their
parents, and the school trustees, who understood and approved of
what she meant to accomplish. She was also delighted with the new
friends she had made among faculty members at Washington Uni-
versity in Saint Louis. There was also a happy note in the letters
exchanged between her sons. “If you can graduate this year,” the
older brother wrote the younger one, “try to plan on taking the Yale
College Entrance Exams, and only if you fail them, go to Dart-
mouth. I would like more than anything to have you down here at
Yale next year. I feel I could help you a lot if you came. I have
written mother about your meeting me in Boston for the Harvard
game, and I have got seats for it. It comes off in the middle of No-
vember, and we will have a big party.” Dan, in reply, said he was
enthusiastic about Holderness. He had made many new friends and
was having no trouble in his classwork. It looked as though he might
make the football squad, and he was not a bit homesick for Shattuck.
He was grateful for his brother’s help and interest.

On 13 October, a shattering letter from his mother in Saint Louis
sent Bill to Holderness. Dan was in the infirmary of the school with
what had been diagnosed in a preliminary way as a brain tumor.
The older son was to move the younger one to the Boston General
Hospital for an examination by Dr. Harvey Cushing, the noted
brain surgeon. In Holderness itself, Bill found his brother propped
up in bed and in cheerful spirits. *“I can see two of you,” Dan called
to him gaily. But his words were followed by a whispered aside from
the attending nurse. “I fear,” she said to Bill, “that your brother
is never going to get well.”

Later Dan was shifted to a mobile bed and, with Bill by his side,
was moved into a baggage car on a Boston-bound train. Dr. Cushing
had been alerted to their coming. Soon after their arrival at the
Boston General Hospital, he diagnosed the case not as a brain
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tumor but as encephalitis, a form of “sleeping sickness” that was
first recognized in epidemic form toward the end of the war. The
mortality rate varied greatly with the virulence of the strain of
virus or bacteria that was the infecting agent, and with the age and
physical condition of the afflicted person. Benton was reluctant to
leave his brother among strangers, but after he transmitted the
medical report to his mother, she directed him to return to New
Haven to continue his studies. She would be coming to Boston to
move Dan to the Washington University Hospital in Saint Louis,
where he would be placed under the care of her newly made friends on
the medical faculty.

With his return to New Haven, Bill kept up a cheery flow of
letters to his brother, carefully spacing them so that Dan would re-
ceive special deliveries on Sunday “in order to break up the monot-
ony of the long day without any mail.” He was able to report that
he had at last been elected to the board of editors of the Yale Record.
He felt the next issue would be a “wonderful number,” and would
send Dan a copy as soon as it came out. He was “cracking” most
of his studies “fine,” but was almost failing Spanish. At the recent
Princeton-Yale game, special trains ran from New York and there
were mobs in the city—fifty thousand people must have come in.
“I wish you could have been here to see the crowds, but you will be
a part of it some day, so you should not worry.”

The cheeriness was the antithesis of what he felt.

Elma and Dan reached Saint Louis in the first days of November
1919, but the doctors in the Washington University Hospital could
do nothing to break the grip of the sleeping sickness. The youth
would rally briefly, hold his own, and then lapse into a coma. “I am
worried about Dan all the time,” Benton wrote his mother on 23
November, “and every day I don’t hear from you, I feel more so.
I don’t believe there is another woman in the world like you, who
can do as much and go through as much.” Four days later he added:

If anything happens to Dan, Mother, and we are left all
alone, you must plan to live with me just as soon as I graduate.
I don’t see why you shouldn’t come abroad with me if I go with
the bank, and there is every sign that that is what I am going
to do. You might not like to, and if so, I must plan to do
something else. For if we are all alone, we ought to be together.
I am very busy these days, and I am thankful I am, for every
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time I stop, I think about Dan and his lying unconscious there,
with your going through so much anxiety and trouble. I feel
I ought to be in St. Louis with you, but I do not know that I
could do any good. It is just so terrible being way off here and
not knowing what is happening there, or how you are getting
along.

Good-bye, Mother dear, I hope that God will bless you at
this time, and take care of us all.

There was one more note written a few days before Benton left
for Saint Louis to be with his family at Christmas:

I can hardly wait until I get home. I want to see you and
Dan, and I know that Dan will improve steadily now that he
has started. It was terrible for a while when he was unconscious
and did not even know you. But now I know he is going to be
all right.

The seeming turn for the better was, in Dan’s case, the last
upward leap of a candle flame before its extinction. The youth died
in the last days of 1919, running a fever of 108 degrees.




6

Chairman of the Board

Benton was back in New Haven a week after classes began in Jan-
uary. He was nervous and unsettled. He was also uncertain about
his future. The National City Bank had just sent him a pamphlet
about the training course for the summer of 1920. Should he con-
tinue with it or not? If it meant that he eventually would be sent to
South America—at the recently reduced starting salary of $1,500
a year—did he really want to go into banking when this would entail
a three-year separation from his mother? “More and more,” said he
in a note to Elma, “I hate the idea of leaving you to hibernate for
three years in South America. Fifteen hundred dollars a year seems
to me a very small salary, too. I guess it is the best I can get, though.
I am trying now to do as much work as possible in order to forget
that Dan is dead. But I’ve put his picture in the back of my watch
and I find myself looking at it constantly.”

As the weeks passed by, Benton had something else to report to
his mother. The eleven members of his class who were members of
the board of editors of the Yale Record were about to elect officers
to manage the magazine for the year ahead, starting in March.
Benton prophesied that “the fraternity men will try to control it
all, as they always do in the dirty politics the college abounds in.”
The prophecy was right, but the intrigue failed because of the out-
going 1920 board chairman, Harry Wanger, the brother of Walter
Wanger, later of motion picture fame. Harry was not enrolled in
Yale College, but in Sheflield Scientific School. He had not been
bothered by being excluded from a fraternity because he was Jewish.
But rewards made on the basis of caste instead of merit bothered
him greatly. He took a firm stand on the proposition that Benton
was his choice and the only logical choice to be the new chairman of
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the board because he had earned the right in free competition.
Harry used all his residual powers as outgoing chairman to make
the point prevail. The result went by telegram from Benton to his
mother on 3 March:

HAVE JUST BEEN UNANIMOUSLY ELECTED CHAIRMAN OF THE
BOARD FOR NEXT YEAR WITH TEN VOTES FIRST ISSUE OF OUR
BOARD OUT MARCH 31 PRETTY HAPPY TONIGHT

A few days later, Benton was elected to Zeta Psi fraternity and
was quickly initiated. But on “Tap Day,” he would be passed over
and not elected to a senior society like Skull and Bones. He lacked a
spokesman from the Record to be his sponsor.

Benton faced a serious problem with the first number of the
Record to be published under his direction. “The best man for draw-
ing,” so he informed Elma, “was on the outgoing board and we are
going to miss him a lot.” He felt that the textual material would be
all right, but it was “the art that makes the magazine.” The “best
man for drawing” was Reginald Marsh.! Benton, while “heeling” for
the Yale Record used to write gag captions for Marsh’s paintings.
The artist, even then, specialized in painting “taxi dance halls,”
starting with the one on Chapel Street in New Haven, which was
frequented by Yale students. Marsh turned in an uncaptioned paint-
ing of the place at a time when the Yale Record was preparing its
“baseball number.” The caption used was Benton’s contribution:
“Foul Ball.”

Marsh belonged to the class of 1920, of which Henry Luce, Jr.,
was also a member. He had left the Record in line with a tradition
whereby the outgoing board retired en masse in February of their
senior year, and he refused to contribute anything further to the
magazine. Benton, determined not to lose a good artist to tradition,
violated custom and code and offered the artist $50 a month if he
continued to submit drawings to the Record. Marsh accepted the
proposal, and was forced to paint hard for his money. Benton,
thinking ahead, laid by a stockpile of his drawings for use in the
next year, following Marsh’s graduation in 1920.

It was the John Held, Jr., era. The “He-She” jokes in the Record

1By 1935, Reginald Marsh’s paintings were to hang in at least fifteen mu-
seums, including the New York Metropolitan Museum, the Chicago Art
Institute, the Whitney Museum, and the Detroit Art Institute.
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reflected it, and they led to a summons to Benton to report to Dean
Jones, who was sharply critical of what the magazine was printing.
An example of bad taste cited by the dean happened to be a caption
which Benton had written for a Marsh drawing. Beneath the
drawing of a boy and girl seated at opposite ends of a sofa were
the lines: “He: Have you an hour to spare? She: Yes. He: May I
kiss you good night?”’ “Do you think your mother would approve
of that joke?” asked the dean. Benton boldly answered yes. “Well,”
said the dean as he slammed his desk, “I cannot control the Yale
Record, but I can control you. You put a stop to this kind of stuff
or you will be expelled from the College.”

Benton at that time did not feel ardently enough about the free-
dom of the press to invite the martyrdom of being fired in defense
of the First Amendment. He returned to the Record office, called in
the ninety heelers, and told them that henceforth things would be
different—at which, the heelers named his board “The Purity
Board.” Going further, Benton got a certain Professor Bangs, a
young English instructor, to act as censor. But the professor
seemed to view his job as ceremonial and never censored anything.
Benton himself was not so blasé. An off-color quatrain appeared in

‘the “exchange” columns at the back of the magazine where jokes

were printed from publications like the Harvard Lampoon, the
Princeton Tiger, and the Cornell Widow. The Record was already
in print when Benton caught sight of the verse for the first time.
He had the heelers clip it out, and the issue was distributed with a
little hole in the back of each copy.

After Benton’s election as chairman, several new notes cropped
up in the reports he passed on to his mother. One concerned Pro-
fessor John Berdan, with whom he was studying English composi-
tion in a class known as “daily themes.” Berdan took a fancy to
Benton, but rode him hard. “He tells me,” Benton informed his
mother, “that my possibilities as a writer are good, but that I am
wasting them on superficial forms.” Further, under Berdan’s in-
fluence, he had been “suddenly overcome with a thirst for learning,
and particularly literature. I am losing all my interest in economics
courses,” he added. “I can’t understand the reasons why except for
the fact that the professors who teach them are a sorry lot.”

The second new note concerned a rumor that had more lives than
a cat. Grandfather Daniel Webster Hixson had finally been forced
to move to Los Angeles where he was living with Capitola. Edwin
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still clung to the Montana homestead despite the ruinous drought
in 1919 and the slim prospects of bringing in any kind of crop in
1920. But he was suddenly excited by a tale that geologists sus-
pected oil beneath the parched soil around Zurich. As Elma owned
the homestead next to his own, Ed asked her to urge Bill to soak
up all the geological lore Yale possessed. It would come in handy
when there was an approach by the oil companies—say “within a
few weeks’ time”—in order to buy outright or to lease the lands Ed
and Elma owned. But Bill, the soaring optimist at the onset of most
new business proposals, was not swept off his feet this time. He wrote
his mother in the spring of 1920:

I can’t get very excited about the oil outlook. Uncle Ed
ought to realize I could learn nothing about oil in a few weeks.
If there is oil there, these geologists will find it out for us soon
enough. I can’t take much stock in the possibility, however, for
the country would be flooded with prospectors and capital,
property would have a high speculative value, and everything
would not run so normally. I hope you aren’t planning to do
anything about it. We can’t lose by waiting. I am not very
excited by the prospect of wealth, anyway. The only reason I
wish we were wealthy is that it would give me—or both of us—
the opportunity to study at the European universities, which
I would deeply love to do.

They were to wait, and wait, and wait,

The third new note was about the Record itself. Benton was
breaking new ground in circulation. Sales of the Yale Record in
years past had been largely confined to the students on campus and
to a few alumni subscribers. Benton, however, wanted a magazine
whose contents would justify its being distributed on newsstands
along the New Haven—New York axis and, if possible, beyond.
More circulation meant more advertising. More advertising meant
more revenue, and a greater return to him personally, since as chair-
man he shared in any earnings.

Before his one-year tenure as chairman was over, his board
brought the Yale Record to a point where it had by far the largest
newsstand circulation of any college magazine in history up to that
time. Its total paid circulation each two weeks was six thousand.
Issues often ran over one hundred pages, and copies were available
in such elegant places as New York’s Plaza and Biltmore Hotels. Its
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profits in Benton’s year as chairman of the board were $25,000,
and the example of this success reportedly inspired the launching
in the next year of a new national magazine, College Humor, which
digested individual college magazines devoted to humor.? The time
Benton spent on Record business meant less attention to his studies.
Besides, his interest in economics and in a banking career had
flagged. Yet when the school term was over, he felt he might as well
spend the summer of 1920 working again in the National City
Bank’s college training course.

During his second tour at the bank, Benton was spared some of
the hungers of the year before. His salary of $100 instead of $80 a
month enabled him to live in the new boardinghouse the bank had
acquired for its trainees in Brooklyn Heights. Here he made new
friends, and also renewed and deepened his friendship of the pre-
vious year with William and Tom Joyce. He also came frighten-
ingly close to being blown to bits at 12:01 p.m. on 16 September
1920, when a bomb concealed in a cart placed in front of the Morgan
bank on Wall Street exploded. He had walked past the bank on an
errand only a few minutes before and was a block away when the
bomb went off. Even so, the blast hurled him against a wall and the
impact left him senseless. When he recovered, he rushed back to the
Morgan bank and helped remove the dead and the injured before the
police arrived.

A week later, Benton was back in New Haven to start his last year
at Yale. Again his work on the Record absorbed his energies. The
magazine was winning high praise from his classmates, and this
only made his mother’s silence all the more jarring. “You never
write me a darn thing about what you think of the Record, how to
improve it, or anything,” he wrote Elma in the late fall. ““The fact
that I’ve built up the largest college circulation in America seems to
mean nothing to you. You are always bawling me out for my extrav-
agances and other things, but you never give me any credit for the
least thing I try to do. I often think you would just laugh off any-

2Still later when Benton was about to graduate, College Humor as well as
the old national humorous magazine, Life, both offered him jobs at $50 a
week. He declined because he had no high confidence in his talents as a pro-
fessional humorist, or high hopes for the field itself as a life work. He said his
most famous line, publicized from coast to coast was, “In the spring a young
man’s fancy lightly turns to what the girls have been thinking about all
winter.”
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thing creditable I try to do. It makes me so completely and utterly
discouraged sometimes that I think I’ll pass out.” Elma Benton still
did not compliment her son. Neither did Professor Berdan. The
latter remained sharply critical of Benton’s English compositions.

But there was more to Benton’s last year at Yale than work on
the Record, or for Professor Berdan or on the economics courses in
which he had lost all interest. Now, instead of knocking on dormi-
tory doors selling calendar pads, he was welcomed through those
doors for a special reason. His head for mathematics and for “figur-
ing percentages,” had accounted for his success at cards even when
he was a Shattuck cadet. He had gone back to card-playing during
the summer of 1920 in order to escape the boredom of National City
Bank work, and he kept on playing cards at Yale in order to escape
the boredom of his courses in economics. Auction bridge, the post-
war successor to whist, was the rage at Yale. Benton soon excelled
at it, and indeed in later life he called it the only thing he ever really
mastered. He was solicited as a partner or opponent by other stu-
dent addicts, many of them in the Shefield Scientific School. He thus
spent many hours in the Sheffield dormitories with bridge-playing
youths who vaguely had in mind careers as civil engineers, archi-
tects, and mining engineers. One of these, destined to cross Benton’s
path in later life, was the gifted Ralph Ingersoll, who would be a
mining engineer, a managing editor at the New Yorker, a central
figure for a while in the publishing empire of Henry Luce, Jr., and
the creator and publisher of the shortlived newspaper PM.

In his last year at Yale, Benton also rekindled his interest in
debating, won a place on Yale’s intercollegiate debating team, and
became better acquainted with a classmate and a teammate, Robert
Maynard Hutchins. What Hutchins’s contemporaries at Yale to-
day recall of him as a Yale student was his physical splendor. He
was tall, lithe, graceful, perfectly proportioned, and had flawlessly
sculptured features. As an ambulance driver on the Italian front
during the world war, he had been decorated for valor by the Italian
government. In addition, his classmates knew that he was among the
leaders of his class in academic standing. They knew that he had
marked gifts as an orator (and elected him class orator for 1921).
The rest was mystery. He could fell an adversary with a single
stroke of his ironic wit; yet he looked at the world through eyes
flecked with ineffable sadness. Here was a young man clearly marked
for “success”—who conveyed a sense that his life must be one of




CHAIRMAN OF THE BOARD 69

atonement. For what? For life itself ? The war? Some episode in it?
No one knew,

A joint membership on Yale’s debating team against Harvard
led to more than a casual relationship between Benton and Hutchins
and partly accounted for their post-Yale friendship. But perhaps
more important was the similarity in their family backgrounds.
The father of each had attended Yale. Each father had prepared
for the clergy and had served as a clergyman for a while. Each
father had left the clergy to take an appointment with a college—
Hutchins’s father at Oberlin, and Benton’s at the University of
Minnesota. Benton’s father, coming from a missionary family, had
been brought up in Asia Minor, while the period of service Hutch-
ins’s father had put in at Berea College in Kentucky was very much
in the missionary tradition and spirit. Benton and Hutchins were
both born and brought up in the West. Both had transferred to Yale
late, Hutchins entering as junior from Oberlin. Both found the Yale
curriculum extremely easy, and both tended to be bored by it.

Hutchins, however, had discovered that he did not have to spend
his senior year in the College but could spend it in the Law School
with credit for a bachelor’s degree. It was to be his general conclu-
sion in after years that his formal education began at the age of
twenty-one when he started to study law. “I do not mean to say that
I knew then that I was getting an education,” he said. “I am sure
the law professors did not know they were giving me one—they
would have been shocked at any such insinuation. They thought
they were teaching me law. They did not teach me law. But they did
something far more important; they introduced me to the liberal
arts.”

Benton later mulled over one point of difference between himself
and Hutchins as it was brought into focus by their debate against
Harvard about the merits of the closed shop—a debate which Yale
lost. “I spoke as number two man on the Yale team,” Benton re-
called, “and Bob Hutchins, as Yale’s star orator, was the number
three or anchor man. Harvard conceded our entire case almost from
the outset, and proceeded with a lot of ‘buts.’ It was then the job of
the Yale team to prove that since Harvard had conceded our case,
we had won the debate. As the number two man, I threw away my
prepared manuscript and pitched into Harvard. Bob, in the number
three position, went ahead with his beautifully prepared speech and
proved the case beautifully—the very case which Harvard had con-
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ceded. I wanted to win by making the most of Harvard’s weakness.
Bob, indifferent to Harvard’s weakness, wanted to persuade the
audience about truth itself.”

On Benton’s twenty-first birthday, in 1921, there was a birthday
box from his mother, along with a check and the usual letter of
advice. Elma was in no way disappointed that he had abandoned
all thoughts of becoming a banker. She had hoped all along that he
might go into a proper career, like teaching or scholarship. “Billie,”
she said when it was apparent he would not, “if you won’t do some-
thing respectable; won’t you at least be a lawyer?”” On the other
hand, if he had no immediate interest in studying law, the best thing
for him to do upon graduating was to go to work in some sort of
business. In reply, Benton surveyed his standing in the New Haven
world, and found it far different from the earlier day when he looked
about and saw how the wicked prospered and the ways of the
righteous were set at naught. “I feel very happy, now, Mother,”
said he; ““it is a wonderful peaceful existence, with all my friends,
and with few worries. I will never be able to let you know how grate-
ful I am to you for my course at Yale. It is something I shall always
have, and always remember as a wonderful experience. This year
has been particularly happy, for I have become well acquainted with
my class and everything has gone smoothly.”

He had other comments to pass along to his mother in the final
months before he graduated. In public finance he was learning to
make out an income tax, but it would be “a long time before that
would worry me.” Then again, he had just read The dge of In-
nocence, and was very impressed with the phrase, “the suppressed
eloquence of the inarticulate.” Benton imagined “that we all feel
that way,” only he felt it “very keenly.” He had produced “some
great lines” of his own in an essay he wrote for “Johnny Berdan’s
class,” but felt that the essay as a whole was “too rambling, with no
proper division of paragraphs.” The same trouble plagued all the
things he wrote. He was relying “on the individual cleverness of the
lines and phrases and sacrificing coherence and unity.” While his
“lines were getting better,” there was no change for the better in
the qualities where he was “weak.”

He had another ground for regret. Back in the fall of his senior
year, he had been told by the registrar at Yale that he would be
elected to Phi Beta Kappa if he maintained the existing average of
his grades—though his old trouble with languages brought him a 61
in second-year Spanish. But then, in his senior year, his boredom in
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his economics major was reflected in his middling performance on
examinations, followed by middling grades. Professor Berdan’s high
opinion of Benton’s promise as a writer was offset by the middling
grade he gave him in English composition. Even so, Benton might
have reversed the current were it not for the time he spent editing
the Record, playing bridge, and debating.

When the list of members of his class who made Phi Beta Kappa
was published, it included Hutchins. Benton was the second man “off
the list,” and he consoled himself with the thought that he had not
missed making it by just one place. He was, however, gratified to
report to his mother in mid-May 1921 that in the class voting he
had “received a half dozen votes for Most Original, and a few for
Most Brilliant.” There were even two for “Most Likely to Succeed.”
He added, “A lot of the voting was very humorous, but it seems I
have a few admirers or whatever you would call them.” Elma was
disappointed by his failure to make Phi Beta Kappa, but she wore
the “Owl Charm” he had sent her as a memento of his chairmanship
of the Record. It was a silent compliment, the only one of any kind
she ever paid him.

There remained the question about what he would do once he
graduated. His outlook in the twenty-one years of his life had been
sa deeply stamped by the punch press of genteel poverty that upon
his graduation, if he had been offered a firm contract at interesting
work at $5,000 for the next twenty years, he might gladly have
signed it. It would have been almost twice as much as his deceased
father had earned at his peak as chairman of the Romance Lan-
guage Department of the University of Minnesota.

Business was in a recession in the spring of 1921, but many large
corporations had asked Yale’s bureau of appointments for the
names of prospective graduates who might qualify for jobs with
them. Benton’s name seemed to carry a blanket endorsement by the
bureau of appointments, and he couldn’t decide which offer he should
accept. Once more his mother helped make up his mind. Howard
Williams, his first cousin by marriage, had urged Elma to persuade
her son to come to Utica to work in Williams’s local sales agency
for the National Cash Register Company. The starting salary, to
be sure, would only be $35 a week, and his duties at the outset would
be “to look after the office.”” But he should bear in mind that the
National Cash Register Company had a glorious past, and a bright
future. There was no telling how fast and far Benton could rise in
its structure. Besides, he would not have to live with strangers if he
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came to Utica. Other members of his family, led by his Aunt Harriet
Benton Clark, were now living there, and he could doubtless find his
bed and board under their roof.

After many exchanges in this vein, his mother finally urged Ben-
ton to accept his cousin’s offer and see how matters worked out. She
had a special motive for doing so. She had accidentally discovered
in his account books entries for certain small sums of money repre-
senting gambling winnings and losses. These, in her view, were the
wages of sin, and she would not have him earn or lose any more
wages that way—as might be the case if he went on his own, un-
supervised, to work in a big city like New York. In Utica, Aunt
Harriet—*“Aunt Hattie”—would watch over him and would not
tolerate the slightest sign of a Faustian deal with Satan. Benton
agreed to comply with his mother’s directive, but he also struck a
note that would eventually undo the agreement. *“I may be making
a big mistake by going up to Utica,” he wrote her in May. “I have
had some good chances to go into advertising, and if I could develop
into a good copywriter—well, I’d be set for life. Advertising is now
in a slump and it’s a good time to go in—jyou’re there when the
business stages a comeback.”

In June 1921, Arthur Twining Hadley presided for the last time
as president of Yale at the events of commencement week, and his
last important address, the baccalaureate, was titled “The Race
That Is Set before Us.” In this last charge to graduating seniors,
he said:

Gentlemen of the graduating class: We have spent these last
years together in a place where for more than two centuries
men have consecrated their lives to the service of others ; where
teachers have worked hard for small worldly reward; where
they have been more concerned to follow out the truths of
science and philosophy than to gain ease and comfort, where
men of distinguished talents and eminence among their fellows
have been making an honest effort to follow the teaching of
our Lord Jesus Christ according to the measure of their under-
standing. Out of their self-sacrifice has grown a spirit of self-
sacrifice. By their example, even more than by anything that
they taught in the classroom, men have been prepared to render
public service in church and civil state.

What he had to say was true enough of the Yale men who belonged
to the generations of Benton’s grandfather and father. It would be
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true again of the Yale men of the generation of Benton’s own sons.
But it was false—save in the case of a handful of very distinguished
students—when applied to the members of the Yale class of 1921
who sat before him.

The kindest thing that could be said about them was that they
had absorbed some information. They had not received an educa-
tion. No love of learning had been instilled in them. They were not
more concerned with the truths of science and philosophy than with
a life of ease and comfort. They were not stirred by a spirit of self-
sacrifice, caught from their professors. They were not prepared to
render public service in church and civil state. They were as sorry a
lot of disoriented money-minded young men as ever slid in or out of
Yale. They were Gertrude Stein’s “lost generation.”

The climate of the times, caught in F. Scott Fitzgerald’s This
Side of Paradise, was strictly anti-intellectual, and it involved stu-
dents at Princeton and Harvard as well. The great goal of many
graduates was Wall Street, to be a broker or a bond specialist or an
investment banker. None had respect for the handful of fellow grad-
uates who had achieved any academic distinction. Indeed, the
“proper pose” they were expected to strike was that they themselves
> without studying and simply because of
their native intelligence. Some in later life would “discover” them-

had achieved “success’

selves, and give a good account of themselves in “the public service.”
But too many were destined for the melancholy distinction of
amounting to nothing in particular.
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Sales—and Advertising

In Utica, Benton spent fifteen dreary months working for the Na-
tional Cash Register Company. But he sensed then, and more clearly
in retrospect, that he was getting an introduction into American
business society and methods available at the time to very few men
with college backgrounds. This was because the NCR sales organi-
zation—the greatest “specialty sales” organization that had ever
been developed—was then at its full and finest flower, thanks to its
founder, John H. Patterson, the “father” of what Patterson him-
self called “scientific salesmanship.”

The twenty-one-year-old youth out of Yale met the seventy-
eight-year-old Patterson only once, when the old man got off the
train at Utica with his family en route to the Adirondack Mountains
and young Benton met him at the station to facilitate his passage.
Yet before Patterson’s death—which was imminent—the impact
the man had on Benton is suggested in the later claim by some of
Benton’s own business associates that he absorbed many sales and
business maxims from Patterson. Nor was he alone in doing so.
When Benton took over the Encyclopaedia Britannica at the end of
1942, he was told by Louis Schoenewald, the sales manager: “There
is nothing we ever do in Britannica, or nothing any other specialty
sales organization ever does, which John H. Patterson did not do
first.” Benton agreed. So much so, that he made a practice of giving
to his top associates in the Britannica company a copy of a biog-
raphy of John H. Patterson. A word about Patterson’s life.

Patterson was a successful coal merchant in Dayton, Ohio, when
in 1884 he acquired the basic patents on a crude cash register that
punched holes in appropriate columns on a strip of paper. There
was no demand for the device; in five years, a total of only one
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hundred registers had been sold. Selling in those days consisted of
maintaining a regular contact with the trade, and the salesman was
merely the personal medium—*“the drummer” through whom the
contact was made. His job was to build up his circle of “contacts,”
to cultivate personal goodwill as the representative of a manufac-
turer who made what the market demanded. His principal qualifica-
tions were personality and a knowledge of the buyer’s idiosyncrasies
and requirements. The salesman was expected to be a good mixer
and a glib talker. Armed with a catalog, he would sell scores or hun-
dreds of products simultaneously. His chief asset was his circle of
acquaintances, and he often relied on his ability to take the circle
with him if he changed employment.

In Patterson’s special case, since there was no demand for his
product, there were no salesmen to push it. He had to begin from
scratch in creating a wholly new kind of business organization. In
the list of Patterson employees whom he fired or who left him in
disgust because they couldn’t stand his autocratic ways were many
future “captains of American industry”—men like Thomas J. Wat-
son of the International Business Machines Corporation, Hugh
Chalmers of automobile fame, C. F. Kettering of General Motors,
and Henry Theobald of the Toledo Scales Company. What they
learned from Patterson was the modern art of creating and stimu-
lating mass public acceptance and demand for products hitherto
unwanted or unknown.

Indeed, all modern selling of specialty products—such as scales,
typewriters, business machines, and sets of books—is based on the
system which Patterson originated applied to the specific selling
problem posed by a specific product. The system was summarized
in his three “golden” words: ‘“Analyze! Visualize! Dramatize!” He
taught his men that “the eye is ten times faster than the ear,” and,
in line with this, he taught them to make a drama of everything.
Patterson set the pace: he hoisted the American flag over his Day-
ton factory—*“in honor of the first NCR salesman who made his
quota of sales for the year.”

Patterson realized that he could best build a stable and perma-
nent sales organization if his selling agents felt that they were in the
cash register business for themselves. That meant guaranteeing a
specific territory to a selling agent, and restricting him to it until
he was shifted, promoted,or fired. It meant teaching the selling agent
that he was not through with a customer once he had sold him a
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cash register—that if he maintained close contact with the cus-
tomer, and continued to service his needs, old customers were likely
to be the best new customers. It meant providing selling agents with
a “primer” and a “book of arguments” demonstrating the “right”
and “wrong” approaches to a prospect. It meant the creation of
“training schools” where the old “natural born salesmen” could be
retrained in “scientific’”> methods related to their work, and where
new salesmen would receive that scientific training before getting a
guaranteed territory.

Before Patterson put selling agents in business for themselves,
the “straight commission” was the badge either of a man selling an
item of questionable worth or of a neophyte who couldn’t get a
better job. The salesman who had won his spurs received a salary.
If it occurred to him that he would make more money on the com-
mission basis, he knew that his employer would not give it to him
anyway. Patterson broke this pattern of thought. He slowly con-
vinced his salesmen that, in the specific territories they were being
guaranteed, their earnings would depend wholly on their own
efforts. There would be no slash in the rate of their commissions if
they succeeded beyond ordinary measure. The more the salesmen
made, the more Patterson made. “If you will sell a million dollars in
a week,” he would say, “we’ll hire a brass band to bring your com-
mission to you.”

Benton was to adopt the same view in his own enterprises. He also
followed Patterson’s assault on the ancient dogma of thrift and
frugality, which meant paying as little as possible for service ren-
dered in any department. Patterson, to the irritation of his fellow
manufacturers, and labor union leaders as well, did the opposite,
overpaying almost everybody that he paid at all. Philanthropic
sentiment had little to do with the practice. Rather, it was the
product of a realistic analysis of human motivations. He was after
exceptional service, and he felt that the most immediate and prac-
tical way to get it was to pay more than the same service could com-
mand elsewhere. The obviously overpaid man would make extra-
ordinary efforts to hold his job, knowing that he could not make
as much money elsewhere. But the man who was paid at or below
the market rate would have no such incentive.

As a master psychologist and pioneer in the development of in-
centives of every kind, Patterson not only had his salesmen in mind
but their wives as well. Every week new folders from Dayton would
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descend on his sales force glistening with glamorous products—
silverware, furniture, diamonds, automobiles—which were to be
had by salesmen who forged ahead in the various competitions that
were always being staged within the organization. The salesmen
took the folders home and their wives prodded the salesmen to ever
greater efforts. It remains to be said in this connection that Patter-
son was the inventor of the “point” or “quota” system for the sales
forces of modern industry—in his case, to estimate the demand for
cash registers, to guide factory production, and to spot the sales-
men of great or no ability. Aside from the rewards in the form of
prizes won, the direct financial rewards to an NCR salesman could
be very great after he got a “big-time” territory, and the rewards
were widely publicized within the organization to stimulate the am-
bitious. The agency head in Los Angeles was earning $175,000 a
year. The one in Chicago had earned $250,000 in 1920. The New
York territory, with its many thousands of small merchants, was
the best in the country, and many NCR agents had accumulated a
capital of millions.

There had been rules in the Patterson organization not to hire
anyone under twenty-five years of age, or anyone who had gone to
college. The rule against college graduates, however, had been
broken when Howard Williams himself was employed, and the latter
in turn broke both rules when he hired Benton. Benton himself was
not aware of the problems this would pose for his ambition when he
reported for work in Utica on 1 July 1921. He had heard about the
rewards awaiting NCR salesmen. So now, just as he concentrated on
making the crack squad at Shattuck, and chairman of the board of
the Yale Kecord, his new goal was the acquisition of a great NCR
agency of his own.

In Utica, he became a paying boarder in the home of his cousin
Howard Williams, which was also the dwelling place for Aunt
Hattie and her youngest daughter, Beatrice. Another of Aunt
Hattie’s daughters, Miriam, with her husband, Zenas Potter, lived
across the street. Seeking a kind of escape, Benton took to reading
an hour of poetry every day, and trying to write it as well. Poetry,
however, could not make up for his negative reactions to Utica as a
city, or for his keenly felt lack of friends his own age who shared his
interests. Utica itself typified Sinclair Lewis’s Main Street just as
did all the other dreary towns in the Mohawk Valley ; and the mem-
bers of its Rotary Club—the select group to which all aspiring
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young businessmen hoped to belong—typified what Sinclair Lewis
would portray in Babbitt. “I am frank to tell you,” Benton wrote
his mother when he had been in Utica for a short while, “that I do
not like this town. It is terribly dumb and uninteresting. You will
probably grin a sardonic smile at that and say it is good for me, but
I am emphatic when I say that this deadly monotony eats into my
spirits something terrific.”

The only male friend his own age whom he found in Utica—and
kept in the years following—was Richard Balch, who was eventually
to be a Democratic candidate for lieutenant governor of New York,
and for three years state Democratic chairman. In 1921, however,
he was living in Utica in very modest circumstances with his widowed
mother. Her father, however, was a person to be reckoned with. He
had come to Utica at nineteen as a penniless immigrant from En-
gland and had stuck to the same work routine for fifty-four years.
Now eighty-three, he was one of Utica’s wealthiest men and the
owner of a fishing tackle factory. His grandson, and heir apparent,
had gone to work at $24 a week in his grandfather’s plant after
graduating from Williams College in 1921. But not even the friend-
ship Benton formed with Balch, or with Catharine McKeown, the
daughter of one of Utica’s leading citizens, was enough to offset his
dislike of the city itself.

At first, in his words, he was put in charge of “running the office.”
He swept the floor every morning at 8 a.M., handled the clerical and
accounting work, and demonstrated the machines to prospects who
wandered in. All the while he gobbled up mounds of NCR literature
in preparation for the hour when he would be given a territory where
he could sell cash registers in his own right. But there was an early
setback. An NCR training school was due to start in New York on
1 September, but Howard Williams felt that Benton was both too
young and too new with the company to qualify for it. To offset the
disappointment, Benton was given outside responsibilities in ad-
dition to his office work—installing cash registers that had been
bought from other salesmen in the agency, starting new bookkeep-
ing systems for the buyers, and showing them how to balance their
accounts. Benton did this for some men’s stores and then for a
garage and, in his eagerness to find the bright side of the bleak life
he was living, felt that he was contributing to his education by
learning the clothing and garage business “cold.”

Through correspondence with his former classmates, he learned
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that few were making more money than he, and few saw any pros-
pect of increasing their earnings for some time. All, however, had
“high class jobs” with banks, brokerage houses, or with the pres-
tigious industrial corporations. “My own job by contrast,” he
wrote his mother, “is utterly plebeian. I’ve been in all the dives in
town, have dealt with all the bootleggers, and whatnot. It is not at
all uplifting.” But he had something to add which set him off from
many members of his own generation: “I do not give a darn for the
so-called white collar jobs, if one can be more successful in a low
brow job. Whether one can be or not is the question.” He added
something further: “I feel that the next thing I will try will be ad-
vertising. It is what I wanted to get into to begin with. Only you
insisted on Utica. I feel I would be much happier in New York.”

He continued to be unsettled in his mind as 1921 drew to a close.
But then two developments simultaneously cheered him up and com-
plicated the decision he felt he must make about whether or not he
should stay with NCR. One development concerned Catharine
McKeown. He was seeing Catharine twice a week, and her father
intimated that he would be pleased to have young Benton as a son-
in-law. The second development was the word from Howard Wil-
liams that an NCR training class would be held in Dayton in Febru-
ary 1922, and that he meant to send Benton to it. With these new
variables to weigh, Benton went to Saint Louis to spend Christmas
with his mother, and to talk about his future. The son talked only
in passing about Catharine McKeown. But he talked a great deal
about other prospects he faced, including the idea of going to New
York to try his hand at advertising. Elma, on her part, urged him
to stay with Howard Williams and the NCR agency until at least
July 1922, which would round out a full year. Then, if he still
wanted to lcave the agency, he should consider entering Harvard
in the fall of 1922, in order to study law. It was left at that.

While Benton was en route back to Utica, a letter had been de-
livered to his mother’s address in Saint Louis. The writer was
Catharine McKeown in Utica. Elma, thinking the letter was meant
for herself, automatically opened it. She realized her error when
she saw the salutation, but her eye carried her on through the first
paragraph before she stopped. What little she read aroused her
alarm that her son was headed for a marriage with the girl. She
used all of her command of English to blast him for a “flirtation”
whose ultimate consequences he was in no position to meet. Benton,
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approaching his twenty-second birthday, at last replied with a
Declaration of Independence:

You have mentioned very often how much I owe you, and
how much you have given up to put me through college, and
what my responsibilities should be. I realize all that, Mother.
Isuppose that in your eyes I am a gamble which has turned out
bad, about like your mining stock. But I hope to make money
in the future, and if you will send me a note for the approxi-
mate amount my education has cost, I will sign it and endeavor
to pay it off with the first money I can ever get hold of. That
is a trivial part of the obligation, but perhaps if I paid the
actual money back you would let me decide a little more as to
how I might be allowed to feel and act. For you do not know
me and own me as you did when I was 3; and, Mother, it seems
that it is utterly impossible for you to understand how I feel,
think, or look at the world in general. But you know there is
nothing I could not do for you, or to please you. I would not
marry a girl you disapproved of, but you make me feel tied
hand and foot. I think you would deprive me of the privilege
of thinking for myself. My judgment is undoubtedly imma-
ture, but so is everyone’s at the same age, and there are cer-
tain things that a person at that age must rely on his immature
Judgment to decide. But you try to push me so, and rush me
into thoughts which are so utterly contrary to my whole out-
look on life.

The umbilical cord was about to be cut. A man was about to be
born. Benton would continue to revere his mother, to seek her coun-
sel, respect it, be eager for her word of approval, exceed beyond
ordinary measure the attentions loving sons give their beloved
mothers. But he would no longer be dependent on Elma for the
way he used the gift of lifc itself. For good or ill, most of the critical
decisions he would henceforth make would be solely his own—though
they flowed from the foundation of things his mother had earlier
set in place.

The NCR training class in the offing was meant to start at the
end of February 1922 with a week in New York, followed by four
weeks at the company headquarters in Dayton. Benton was in a
fever of anticipation. The class would give him a chance to catch
the eye of the principal officers of the company. But on the eve of
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the day he was to leave, he was told he could not go. He was being
assigned a regular territory in Utica but was to cover it as a one-
third-time salesman—with all that this meant in commissions,
“points,
was to spend as before, tending the office.

” and “quotas.” The remaining two-thirds of his time he

It was a hard blow, yet it scemed to make him all the more fiercely
determined to show what he could do as a salesman without the
training that was denied him. His territory was mainly the “dives”
in Utica, but he made headway with the bootleggers and “foreign-

ers”

where others had failed. In fact, he soon outsold some of the
other salesmen in the agency, but not his cousin Howard, and his
record helped pull the Utica agency “over the top” of its quota
of “points” to make it “the leader” in the Northeast Division of
NCR.

John H. Patterson had just died, and his son Frederick had in-
herited the company and succeeded him as president. To launch
himself in his new role, Frederick promised a special, secret prize
for the month of March 1922 to all salesmen who exceeded their
quotas. The prize proved to be a pair of heavy gold cuff links from
Tiffany’s with the recipient’s initials in blue enamel and, engraved
on the back, “I’resident’s Prize, March 1922.” Benton ecarned a
pair, for his very first month in his territory, and their acquisition
was a high point of his young business life. Further, aside from the
commissions he proceeded to carn regularly, the share of his sales
that went to the Utica agency itself soon exceeded his salary for
“running the office.” Howard Williams held out the hope that in
view of his kinsman’s success as a salesman, the Northeast Division
manager would surely use his good offices to get Benton into the
next NCR training class scheduled for September 1922. After that
would come money, fame, and power.

Benton’s success as a salesman did not come ecasily. It meant long,
lonely, and dreary hours of pounding the streets of Utica far into
the night to track down prospects to whom he could make a “pre-
sentation.” It meant rebuffs ninetcen times out of twenty. It meant
going over the same ground with the same prospect a dozen times
before a sale was closed. It meant moving through days and nights
without seeing any of his friends. It meant ripping every suit he had
lugging cash registers into the store from the Dodge truck in which
he delivered them. It meant tearing his hands handling incoming
shipments of cash registers. It meant frequent physical weariness.
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It was an experience Benton did not forget later when he was the
leader of the Britannica company, with its many thousands of men
selling such “specialty” items as the Encyclopaedia Britannica, the
Great Books, and other sets of books in the Britannica family.
Those who succeeded, Benton felt, as he placed himself in their
shoes, deserved every cent of the generous financial rewards the best
of them got.

On his twenty-second birthday Benton received his traditional
letter of greeting from his mother, with a check enclosed. She re-
newed her offer to support him through a three-year law course, in
the event he decided to become a lawyer. The offer dominated all
the exchanges with his mother in following weeks. Benton felt he
could do well in law, but was it worth three years? Weren’t the odds
good that if he did well in law, he could do so in business without
spending those three years, and all the money it would cost his
mother? Wasn’t the law, he asked, “just another form of the selling
business”? On the other hand, if he went into business, what busi-
ness was there that wasn’t “just another case of cash registers, cash
registers, cash registers all the time’”? What could he do in business
that wouldn’t drag him “back into a terrible rut” like the one he
was in?

In the meantime, he had learned that getting into Harvard Law
School was absurdly easy. If he would show up on opening day with
his Yale diploma, he would be admitted. But what would happen
when he got out of law school, at age twenty-five? He saw himself
starting work in some law office at a salary less than he was earning
selling cash registers. His commissions were rising rapidly ; he often
earned $100 in a week and he had been able to save $400 in Utica.
He liked the sense of independence the little nest egg gave him, and
he did not look forward to being put on a monthly allowance by his
mother while he was studying law.

Despite his continuing indecision, he went so far as to tell Howard
Williams that he planned on leaving Utica in the late summer. Wil-
liams urged Benton to stay and, in addition, informed Mr. Pearson,
the Northeastern Division manager of the NCR, that the company
was in danger of losing Benton. This brought Pearson to Utica for
a fatherly talk with the restless youth. He told Benton that he had
all the makings of a great salesman. He was bound to get a good
agency of his own and have a bright future with the NCR company.
But, said Benton, when would he actually get an agency of his own?




86 PREVIEWS

The answer was that he would get one after he passed through the
NCR training school and had made a record. Well, said Benton,
would the division manager recommend him for the training school
that was to start in September? Regretfully no, said the manager.
According to company rules he would have to wait until he was
twenty-five years old. The manager subsequently had a change of
heart and agreed to make the recommendation. But if this was a
trimuph for Benton, it came too late. He had thought so much
about another plan, and had become so committed to it emotion-
ally, that this time he turned the manager down.

In August 1922 he said his goodbyes, and promised to write to all
his kinsmen in Utica, to Richard Balch, and to Catharine McKeown.
Then he left for what ostensibly was to be a brief vacation before
procecding to Cambridge and the Harvard Law School. In New
York, the parents of William Fleming, a Yale classmate, were away
for the summer, and the refugee from NCR had a free bed in their
suite at the Sherman Square Hotel on West Seventy-third Street
and Broadway.

Benton, on the day of his arrival in New York, for the first time
in his life defied his mother’s explicit wishes in a major matter. He
called on the Yale Club’s employment bureau to see if any jobs were
available in the advertising business. Before the week was out he
had knocked on the doors of countless advertising agencies. His
qualifications were a year as chairman of the board of the Yale Rec-
ord, and a little over a year selling cash registers. On the Friday
which ended the week, he called at the small New York branch office
of the Chicago-based advertising agency of Lord and Thomas. He
was interviewed by the New York manager, thirty-seven-year-old
Frank Fehlman, and hired at $25 a week as Fchlman’s personal
assistant.

Benton, elated, wrote his mother that he had a job with the big-
gest and most successful advertising agency in the country, with
such Chicago accounts as Quaker Oats, ’epsodent toothpaste, and
Pahnolive soap. Elma compressed into a single sentence her pro-
found dismay over the fact that her son had not got to Cambridge.
“Dear Billie,” she wrote him, “I am sorry to hear that you are going
to go into a business that says, ‘Pahnolive soap is a good soap.””

One more detail. Howard Williams himself would eventually enter
the same sort of business after a very successful career with NCR.




SALES—AND ADVERTISING 87

In the latter organization, he eventually became the vice-president
in charge of all export business the world over, and representing
about 40 percent of total sales. Then he went to the advertising firm
of Erwin, Wasey and Company as a partner of Louis R. Wasey, one
of the leaders of the advertising business in his day. After Wasey’s
death, Williams achieved control of the agency, where he was suc-
ceeded in the presidency by his son, David. The father and son
eventually sold the company to one of America’s largest advertising
agencies—the McCann Erickson Company, one of whose clients is
now Encyclopaedia Britannica, Inc.

New York in the early 1920s had more advertising agencies than
Chicago, but it was Chicago where the best advertising was being
generated. “Madison Avenue” in New York did not become a syno-
nym for advertising until the late twenties, in the wake of two devel-
opments. One was the rapid acquisition by Wall Street bankers of
independent manufacturing companies throughout the country.
The other was the rise of radio. As control of the companies came
to be centered in New York, advertising accounts were often trans-
ferred there from Chicago or elsewhere, and, as a result, many
gifted men trained in the West also came to New York and virtually
took over the advertising business.

Many of the most gifted had at some point been trained in the
earthy “Chicago school” of advertising, and many of the valedic-
torians of the Chicago school were trained at Lord and Thomas,
whose head and sole owner was Albert D. Lasker. Lasker, an im-
perial, imperious, exciting, excitable, and at times wacky genius,
was to the advertising world of the early twentieth century the same
sort of protean force that John H. Patterson was to the world of
sales management. Young Benton would not meet him directly until
1928. But the emanations from the man even before that time, like
those from the remote figure of Patterson, were to help round out
the education Benton needed before he started a business of his own.

Benton started to work in the New York office of Lord and
Thomas in straitened circumstances. His salary was about one-
quarter of his total earnings when he left Utica. Moreover, his
pocket had been picked on the New York subway, he was living out
of a suitcase as the guest of Fleming’s family until he could find a
reasonably priced place to live, and he yet had no clearly defined
place in Lord and Thomas. He had hoped he would be assigned work
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as a copywriter. Instead, he was placed outside Fehlman’s office, de-
pendent on him for daily assignments. Some were “thrilling”—like
getting Harry Lauder to endorse “Good Old Scotch Brew,” or
like going to a New York movie studio and finding a director and
cameramen to film an advertising stunt for Autostrop razors. He
also took advertisements to clients to get their approval, and he
had to learn the arguments. He went with Fehlman on some of his
solicitations. Often he had nothing to do. He could have been
dropped from the organization without a ripple. Yet he felt that
the job was “wonderful” and that it offered him a “remarkable op-
portunity,” especially since it gave him a chance to educate himself
in America’s most successful advertising agency.

In Fehlman, moreover, he had an older friend who was anxious to
help him cut three to five years out of the advertising route to
riches. Fehlman, who had not previously worked under Lasker in
Chicago and had not developed the latter’s respect for copywriters,
discouraged Benton from doing copywriting work as a form of
training in advertising. His own plan was for Benton to become
acclimated to the business generally, and then take to the streets
in soliciting accounts. A good copywriter, he explained, could work
for years and not earn more than $5,000 annually. But if Benton
“landed accounts,” he would be earning $15,000 a year in quick
time. He would also be in a position to profit from the fact that the
“account executives,” not the men on the “creative” end of things,
ran all advertising agencies. Fehlman’s advice on these matters was
dutifully recorded by Benton and passed along for judicial review
by his mother in Saint Louis.

Like other young men who had come to New York and whose lives
centered in the Yale Club and other places where the young meet
the young, Benton was rarely invited anywhere, rarely saw older
people outside the office, and had no sponsorship and no connec-
tions. These were the young who led respectable lives with the inter-
lude of an occasional affair, worked hard at their jobs, often at
night, drank very little and only at parties, and sought personal
advancement. As one of these, Benton began to wear a stiff collar
and bought a new suit. His outlays exceeded his weekly income of
$25—an income that remained the same for five months. He justi-
fied his spending on the ground that he was in a business where
“appearances’ count a great deal, though this meant saving money
on food the hard way. He budgeted a dollar a day for meals, break-
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fasting on a five-cent Sportsman’s chocolate bar. He would debate
each day whether to spend seventy-five cents for lunch and twenty
cents for dinner, or vice versa. When he was through with work at
the office, he would go to the Yale Club where the dues were only
$15 a year for the first three years out of college. He more than
used up the dues in stationery, in nightly reading of the newspaper,
and in constant use of the club library. Then, having finished writ-
ing “the letter” and reading “the paper” in the best clubman’s
sense, he would slip down into Grand Central Station where for
twenty cents he would get a glass of milk and a sandwich. He was
hungry all the time, until he received a $10-a-week raise in January
1923. He often said later that this was the greatest financial ad-
vance of his life.

In the Christmas season preceding this landmark event, Elma
came east to visit her son, their first meeting in a year. Elma’s own
work in Saint Louis had been going well. She was modernizing the
physical facilities and upgrading the faculty of Hosmer Hall. She
had become an important figure in the cultural life of Saint Louis,
was in wide demand as a speaker, and was regularly quoted in the
newspapers. Her salary had recently been raised to $5,000 a year,
with another increase in the offing. Elma, who had often spoken to
her son about “the history of failures in the family,” had plainly
broken the pattern. Since she remained determined that he too
would break it, it was as much as an inspector general as a mother
that she visited him at Christmas time. As usual, she had virtually
nothing to say to him directly that could be construed as a compli-
ment. But in her letters to Aunt Hattie and to the other members
of the family in Utica, she revealed her pleasure in the results of the
inspection, covering the progress in his work, the opinion other
people had of him, the way he was rationing his money, and the cul-
tural uses to which he was putting his evening hours.

Yet Elma had been back at Hosmer Hall only a few days when
the family along the Utica—New York—Saint Louis axis was shaken
.by charges about “Billie the Gambler.” One evening at the Yale Club
two friends asked young Benton to play bridge. They found a
fourth in the card room, who later turned out not to be a member of
the club but had somehow procured a visitor’s card. Walking to
Broadway after the game, the visitor proposed that Benton play
bridge with him three evenings a week—against poor players the
man knew. The stakes would be high, but the man would cover all
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losses and would guarantee that Benton would win $300 a week.
Benton refused the offer and later reported the episode to the sec-
retary of the Yale Club. He also told the story to a youth from
Utica who was temporarily sharing his $9-a-week room. Soon after-
ward the youth returned to Utica and repeated the story to one of
Benton’s kinsmen. In the course of repetition, it came to appear
that Benton was earning $300 a week by gambling. Since this was
many times his regular salary, the fact that he was winning more
than he was earning made him in the eyes of his Aunt Hattie nothing
better than a “common gambler.”

She wrote him a stern letter of admonition, saying in the end,
“Billie, beware, come back, take refuge with the God of your fathers
who alone can save from self-hood and sin, for the wages of sin is
death.” Benton, in a fury, sent the letter to his mother, and a storm
of letters and copies of letters raged within the family. For twenty
days the mails were filled with charges, countercharges, innuendos,
circumstantial evidence, demolitions of that evidence, direct testi-
mony, and cross-examination. There were no face-to-face con-
frontations. It was a writing family, and all the surge of fear and
anguish ran its course on paper, until the storm subsided. The truth
came out and everyone’s confidence in “Billie” was fully restored.

Did Benton ever acquire “the frame of mind of a gambler,” as his
aunt seemed to fear? The answer is yes and no. He became an expert
bridge player—and he played for money. But he quit playing bridge
when he married, though not for that reason alone. Benton quit be-
cause the gambling in his life turned to other areas which offered a
greater potential for gambling, areas of very high risk in business
which promised high rewards or complete ruin.

The $10-a-week raise which Benton got at Lord and Thomas
meant the difference between penury and comparative affluence.
He now had enough to eat and could occasionally take a girl to a
movie or buy a ticket for a second-balcony seat in the theater.
Meanwhile, he was making new friends among young men like him-
self and deepening other friendships begun at Yale. One of his Yale
friends was Walter Schleiter, an excellent athlete and tennis player
who walked off with many honors at Yale, from Phi Beta Kappa to
membership on the junior prom committee. Beginning in the sum-
mer of 1923, Benton would share a basement room with Schleiter on
East Thirty-eighth Street. Another friend from Yale whom Benton
saw regularly was Reginald Marsh, the former artist for the Yale
Record. Marsh was then working for the New York Daily News
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drawing daily a full vertical column illustrating and rating vaude-
ville acts. He got free tickets to the vaudeville theaters, and Benton
often went with him.

But of all the young men Benton saw much of during this period,
the one who was to be his closest friend for life was Galen Van Meter.
Their acquaintance dated from the time Benton was a senior at
Yale and Van Meter, covering Connecticut for the Moon Motor
Company, would come by and play poker with him and other stu-
dents. In 192228, while trying to find a niche for himself on Wall
Street or in an advertising firm, Van Meter was also courting Janet
Mackey and would eventually marry her. In early 1923, however,
his short financial rations made the courtship a touch-and-go affair.

So it was also with William Benton and Helen Hemingway. Helen,
a direct descendant of Yale’s first student, Jacob Hemingway, was
then a senior at Connecticut College for Women. She had first met
Benton when she was a freshman there and he a junior at Yale. He
had been her “blind date” escort at a dance at the Gateway School,
a distinguished private school for young ladies in New Haven from
which Helen had graduated. There were subsequent meetings and
exchanges of letters between them, and in her last year at Connecti-
cut College, while Benton was at Lord and Thomas in New York, he
had been Helen’s escort at her senior dance. It was one of only two
times he ever escorted a young lady to a college dance. He never had
the money—or the girls—for a more extensive social life.

It was while he was at Lord and Thomas in 1923 that Benton
described Helen in a letter to his mother as being “a remarkably
fine girl who would make a wonderful teacher for you. She is very
steady.” He added that Helen had decided to wait another year
before marrying a young man in his own Yale class whom she
favored, and in the interval planned on teaching high school in
Lakeville, Connecticut. Helen’s mother, he said, was very happy at
this decision. He added prophetically: “Personally, I doubt whether
she will marry him at all.”

Shortly before Benton’s twenty-third birthday, Fehlman de-
lighted him by presenting a prospect involving a chance to become
a kind of founding father for a proposed chain of quick lunch res-
taurants to be known as “Blue Kitchens.” In contrast to the “quick-
ies and dirties” which used unknown goods in quick luncheons, Blue
Kitchens would use only nationally known preducts served in clean,
attractive lunchrooms. Herbert Cohen, the general manager of
Lord and Thomas in Chicago, was closely tied to the venture, as
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were some of the country’s leading merchandisers including W. B.
Ward of Ward Baking Company, Adolph Liebman of “Scotch
Brew,” Otto Stahl, a leading packer of high-grade meats in the
East, and the Dairymen’s League. All had major stock interests in
the company. Fehlman was secretary and treasurer but had no time
for bookkeeping details or other clerical matters. If Benton would
take on this assignment by posing as his “confidential secretary,”
Fehlman would try to get him ten shares of preferred stock for
$1,000. A down payment of $250 was required within thirty days.
Benton also would get an option on $4,000 in additional stock.

“Now, Mother,” Benton wrote Elma informing her of what was
afoot, “this looks like a very good chance, and I ought not to pass
it up considering the men back of it, the soundness of the idea, etc.
I know you haven’t got $1,000 lying around loose, but I believe it
worth a good deal to get it. And I wish you’d loan it to me. $250
March 1, and $750 at a date somewhat later. So I want to know if
you’ll back me up in it.” She couldn’t and wouldn’t. It sounded
too much like some of her father’s get-rich-quick schemes. Benton
tried to change her mind. He cited the “Big Men” in on the propo-
sition—not the kind to invest their money blindly. His own friends
on Wall Street reassured him that this was “a chance in a lifetime.”

Elma did not change her mind, though she loaned him $100.
Benton turned to a friend who loaned him the remainder he needed
to meet the initial down payment on the ten shares of stock being
held for him. He later had a fugitive moment of delight when he
was made an “original incorporator” and a ‘‘classy figurehead”
member of the board of directors. He met with all the “Big Men”
involved in the venture. Then he was asked to resign as a director in
order to make room on the board for W. B. Ward of Ward Baking.
Benton subsequently paid in full for his ten shares and subscribed
to still more. How could he go wrong in the company of “Big Men”
like Leibman, Stahl, Cohen, and Ward? Wouldn’t they surely sup-
port Blue Kitchens because a great and successful chain of such
restaurants would prove to be marvelous outlets for their products?
All the rational arguments supported the investment, and Benton
was an insider. But the company failed. Benton lost every cent he
had invested in it; and proportionate to his own resources at the
time of the original investment, it was the greatest financial disaster
Benton ever suffered.

Meanwhile, the ‘“‘personal elements” in his employment at Lord
and Thomas, represented by his dependence on Fehlman’s goodwill,
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suddenly changed with a change in Fehlman’s own position. Albert
Lasker, who since 1921 had been spending most of his time in Wash-
ington as the chairman of the War Shipping Board, decided to move
Fehlman to Chicago, though he would retain the title and authority
of eastern manager. Mark O’Dea, a copywriter and a favorite of
Lasker, came from Chicago to handle “production” in the New York
office. Next in the line of authority was the thirty-six-year-old Louis
H. Hartman, who had recently been hired by Fehlman on a gamble
that was to pay off handsomely. It was to be through Hartman that
the fabulously profitable Lucky Strike cigarette account came to
Lord and Thomas.

On the eve of Fehlman’s departure for Chicago, he told Benton
in private that he wanted him to remain in New York where he could
send Fehlman “confidential reports” on how things were going in the
office. He should continue to service two small accounts that had
been turned over to him. Most importantly, he should resist any
effort O’Dea might make to convert him into a copywriter. Instead,
he should at once step up his efforts to solicit accounts.

Benton, in passing this news on to his mother, had mixed reactions
to its implications. He said he knew his future eventually lay in the
selling end of the advertising business but felt that he was not ready
for it yet. He was “too young looking.” He “was not well versed in
the business,” and he “didn’t know enough of the Lord and Thomas
story.” But the advantages, as he saw them, were these:

First, it is a great opportunity if it is possible for me to get
the business. I can build a bigger place for myself and my earn-
ing power will increase faster that way than any other.

Second, I have the confidence of knowing I have a great
organization behind me. I am firmly convinced that any ac-
count I do land will get better advertising, copy and service,
than they could get any place else.

But, oh Mother, it’s a big job of which I am somewhat
afraid. More men have failed at soliciting agency business
than any other form of selling. So wish me luck. I wish I had
more confidence, but I rejoice in the opportunity. It will be up
to me to go out on my own and dig up prospects. God knows
how or where.

Lacking experience, young Benton used his powers of rational
analysis. He studied the Saturday Evening Post and the New Y ork
Times and tore out advertisements he thought were inferior. He
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then called on the New York advertisers in question and asked why
they wouldn’t let L.ord and Thomas, with its superior skill in ad-
vertising, prepare ads for them. There was nothing wrong with his
logic, but he failed to take one factor into account. He didn’t realize
that the firms running inferior advertising did not understand ad-
vertising. Ile didn’t realize that he was criticizing the men in the
firms who were responsible for their advertising— men who did net
like Benton’s brash, youthful criticism. He didn’t understand that
an enterprising young man could get ahead in advertising if he
had cooperative clients to teach him what he should know—or to
interpret successfully his new ideas and viewpoints.

In addition to the difficulty Benton had in soliciting advertising
accounts was the awkward position in which he found himself be-
cause of the relationship between O’Dea and Hartman, his own
immediate superiors in the New York office, and Fehlman in Chi-
cago. From the outset, Benton got along well with Hartman, who
urged him to look upon Lord and Thomas as no more than a train-
ing school for starting his own agency. Nothing of this spirit was
present in Benton’s initial relationship with O’Dea. He became a
“bouncing ball” between Fchlman’s absentee management and
O’Dea’s wish to organize and run the New York office as he saw fit.
Benton was no sooner started on some project for O’Dea than Fehl-
man in Chicago pulled him off for a different onc.

Meanwhile, Benton composed his first ad. “Even though I don’t
believe I shall set the world on fire writing copy,” he wrote his
mother, “I think I shall do fairly well, and it is a wonderful eppor-
tunity to study under Mr. O’Dea. There could be no better teacher.
I really imagine I'shall write copy more and more.” Soon afterward,
he wrote a half-page ad for the Saturday Ewvening Post for the
Autostrop razor. Triumphantly he wrote his mother that “Mr,
O’Dea was very pleased. He called me in to congratulate me and to
encourage me further.”

In anticipation of his emergent new life as a copywriter, Benton
sold for $15 the typewriter his mother gave him in 1914 and bought
a new one. Toward the end of August he approached O’Dea and
thanked him for the chance to write advertising copy. But what
was the likelihood that he would be given an opportunity to write
advertising copy full time? “He said,” Benton reported, “that he
has been afraid to assign me more work because I’d no sconer get
into it when Fehlman would, or might, write me from Chicago and
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send me into Pa. for two weeks or something. Then I’d drop O’Dea’s
work. I thought for a while that I was free of the cross-fire between
these two men. But I am not. I have two masters and I can’t serve
both of them.”

He instinctively felt that the way to learn advertising was by
writing copy. This seemed impossible at Lord and Thomas because
of the conflict between Fehlman and O’Dea. So he began to apply for
a copywriter’s job at other agencies. One of these was the George
Batten Company. Its founder, Mr. Batten, was no longer alive;
the agency was slipping, but it was still the fourth largest in the
nation after N. W. Ayer, J. Walter Thompson, and Lord and
Thomas. Benton wanted to get into its trade and industrial de-
partment. But when the job did not come through by 1 October, the
date he had set for leaving Lord and Thomas, he accepted another
Job at the Charles W. Hoyt agency, whose head was the father of
Winthrop Hoyt, a friend of Benton at Yale though in a class be-
hind him.

Like many New York advertising men of the day, the elder Hoyt
felt the best preparation for the business was through experience
in selling, and young Benton was put to work with a Hoyt client
which manufactured bathroom fixtures. His sales territory was the
hardware stores along Avenue A and the Bowery. He had been at it
for four weeks when a call from the George Batten Company offered
Benton a copywriting job at $50 a week. He felt guilty about leav-
ing Hoyt but took the Batten job for the discipline in copywriting
he could get only with a bigger agency.

Any new employee hired by the Batten agency was required to
hand in his resignation effective three months from the day he
started to work. The agency could then accept the resignation at
once, without giving the employee time to hunt another job. “Good
for them,” Benton said in describing the custom to his mother. “But
it is kind of tough on the employce. What I’d do if I were out of a job
at the end of three months, I don’t know.” He would not be out of
a job for the next five years, at which time he would know precisely
what he would do.




Shooting Star

The George Batten Company, like most old-line New York agencies,
was controlled by the “account executives,” often former publish-
ing salesmen who knew little about the creation of advertising. The
men who thought “intellectually” about the matter were generally
in the copy departments, but when the copywriters clashed with the
account executives, the copywriters were usually the casualties. The
Great Depression was eventually to change the system by changing
many attitudes of the clients.

Benton didn’t full)‘r understand the system when he was hired, and
there wasn’t much he could do about it anyway. He was the young-
est, newest, and lowest paid of the twenty-five copywriters, and the
trade and industrial department to which he had been assigned was
a place of solitary confinement. It prepared copy for trade and
industrial publications, window displays, and direct mail broad-
sides, booklets, and letters designed to persuade merchants to buy
products for resale. Copywriters who “counted”—insofar as any
did—were in the consumer department, where the “highest type of
copy” was prepared for newspapers and magazines in order to per-
suade people to buy the product for their own use.

During Benton’s three-month probationary period, he found that
despite his economies there was a $10 gap between his income of $50
and his outgo of $60. So he put a want ad in Printer’s Ink: “For
sale, cheap, a copywriter in a big national agency who will work
nights at cut rates.” The result was a client who became a lifelong
friend. This was Robert Goldstein, who then owned a small printing
company which also published the Juwvenile Magazine for depart-
ment stores. Benton spent two nights a week writing ads and direct
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mail circulars that helped bring in new business for Goldstein.! He
received $25 a week for this, which added 50 percent to his pay—
and kept him from spending money on the nights he was working.
On 13 January 1924, Benton was told that the resignation he had
submitted when he was hired by the Batten agency was not accepted.
The management hoped he would “be with them for a long time.”
But, as he informed Elma, he doubted whether he wanted to be with
the company for a long time, since he found the work less interesting
than he thought it would be. Besides, he was having difficulty writing
satisfactory copy. He knew what was wrong with his texts, but not
how to set them right. After mulling matters over, on the last day
of February he submitted his resignation to the Batten agency in
order to go to work for Goldstein as a $100-a-week salesman and
promotion mar. When Arthur Brashears, his “group head” at the
agency heard the news, he took the matter up with William Board-
man, the vice-president in charge of all copy, who had never once
spoken to Benton in five months. Now Benton was called into his
presence and told that advertising agencies were the new road to
fame and fortune and that the young man would be a fool to leave it.
Further, Batten was an “aristocratic agency” where “culture”
counted. The agency liked highbrows, and highbrows like Benton
were hard to attract to the business. “I convinced myself of my own
importance,” Benton reported to his mother, “and as a result am
not leaving. I have told Bob Goldstein the news. I will continue to
work for him on a free lance basis at $25 a week, and I get a raise of
$1,000 a year from Batten’s. It’s a poor way to get a raise, but I
should worry. They’re in business to buy men as cheaply as they
can. In any case, I am going to work much harder in the future.”
He did indeed work harder at Batten’s, hammering out copy eight
hours a day. The yield was submitted to Arthur Brashears, who
painstakingly taught him how to cut the first paragraph, cut adjec-
tives and adverbs, put in periods, make transitions. Benton learned
much from this able teacher but still was not wholly reconciled to

n later years, beginning with Benton’s thirty-fifth birthday, Goldstein at
intervals would publish a book of birthday greetings to Benton from his circle
of friends. The successive volumes, of which the latest was published for his
sixty-fifth birthday, chart his widening interests and record the fact that the
friends he made at every stage of his life remained friends through all the
passing years.
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the work itself. In a searching self-analytical letter he wrote Elma,
he confessed that he was “often filled with indescribable longings.”
Then he explained:

9

As I sit at my desk turning out copy on oil ranges, Elliott
Fisher machines, etc., it all seems so futile. I am helping no one.
Not even myself very much, except that I am further develop-
ing a style of writing and an ability to express myself. As I
read of the Teapot Dome scandal in Washington, I have an
overwhelming desire to go into politics. But not as an ordinary
politician. Rather as a Ramsay MacDonald, whose life fas-
cinates me, and whose personality stands out in his picture and
in his writings.

There are great things to be done for the laboring classes
in this country. The enthusiasm of helping do them has filled
me ever since my debate on labor unionism while in college.
There is no question about it but the next hundred years will
see tremendous changes in our social organizations. Yet I am
torn between two desires. The desire to enter body and soul
into a cause in which I believe, is retarded by my desire to make
money and put myself into the luxuriously living class. The
second desire seems the easier to fulfill. I know how to go about
it, and it is the accepted thing. The first desire is so lacking in
“concrete ways and means” that, knowing not how to start, I
only think of it by fits and starts.

To be a leader in a political movement of new thought and
new ideas is a great ambition. I shall never fulfill it on the track
I am now. Sometimes whole ideas sweep on me. Other times,
they are only half formed. But always they keep coming. I am
really cursed with abilities along too many lines and with out-
standing ability at none. I can write well. But only ordinarily
well. I have little imagination. I shall never be a great writer.
I can sell well. Perhaps salesmanship is the best thing I have
developed in myself to date. I can sell myself exceptionally well.
People whom I first meet form a higher opinion of me than is
really justifiable.

I can talk to groups of people well. I proved that in college.
There are many—like Bob Hutchins—who are better. But
they are better orators. There was no one in either Carleton or
Yale who was as good as I in rebuttal—or in the ability to
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analyze another’s arguments and successfully combat them,
speaking extemporaneously.

I can do detail work exceptionally well. I like it. And my
memory is good. I really am a kind of jack of all trades and
master of none. I absolutely lack any leaning toward science—
except, as you know, my ability in mathematics. But I am not
interested in how an automobile works. Or in the why and
wherefore of radio. I am a terrible procrastinator. I have diffi-
culty making up my mind. And then I am never sure I’m right.
Yet, dealing with facts outside myself, I can decide quickly
and well what should be done. It is about myself that I pro-
crastinate.

This is a letter of ego. But I know myself is interesting to
you. Perhaps if I write you these things as I think them you can
help me decide more wisely.

The introspective mood dominated his letters as his twenty-
fourth birthday approached. At Shattuck, he and Phil Works had
agreed that by the time they were twenty-four they would be mar-
ried. “I realize,” said Benton in a note to Elma, “that marriage is
the central experience of life, and I should think of it that way for
myself.”” He didn’t as yet. All his friends seemed either to be married
or engaged to be married. “But for some reason, I go out of my way
to avoid meeting girls. Besides I can’t afford it.” Still, he was seeing
Helen Hemingway now and again, and all the people to whom he
had introduced her thought she was a “knockout.” There was a
chance that she might be going abroad for a year, but he didn’t know
how he really felt if it should turn out that he would not be seeing
her again. And so on, back and forth.

In the second week of April, the introspective mood suddenly
vanished. One day after the regular Wednesday copy meeting,
where copywriters and executives were addressed by speakers
“dragged in from every place,” Benton lunched with another copy-
writer, Elizabeth Woody, a Wellesley graduate, beautiful, intelli-
gent, and emotionally complicated. Benton jokingly told her that
he would like to address one of these meetings. He felt he could give
a better talk than most he had heard. No copywriter, except two or
three from the consumer department, had ever spoken at these
weekly gatherings. It was an idle conversation, with a major sequel
which Benton related to his mother:




100 PREVIEWS

A week ago last Friday the man who was supposed to speak
this Wednesday called it off. Elizabeth suggested to the man
arranging the programs that I be asked. He didn’t take her
very seriously but spoke to me about it and I jumped at the
chance. The chief 0.K.’d it and there I was on the program.

I elected to talk on the way Lord and Thomas wrote copy.
The firm of Lord and Thomas is like a red flag to a bull in
George Batten Co. It was a very delicate subject. It was fur-
ther complicated by the fact that a terrific argument was rag-
ing, and is still, about whether we should not do work a good
deal more like Lord and Thomas’s. I deliberately precipitated
myself into the midst of the battle.

I spent every minute between a week ago last Friday and
last Wednesday preparing my talk. The big day came. I was
quite nervous. I guess I was the youngest person of the sixty
or seventy people in the room. Applying old Patterson’s prin-
ciples (at the National Cash Register Company) about the eye
being stronger than the ear, I had something like nineteen ex-
hibits (comparing Lord and Thomas advertising and Batten
advertising) and I had a big pad of paper to work on. I
started in following my speech as I had written it. But I did
not follow it very long. As I expected, before I’d been going
five minutes they started to ride me. One vice president walked
out of the room. But it was at the extemporaneous repartee
that I made my points. A lot of people disagreed with what I
said, but everyone agrees that I can talk. Everyone knows me
now. One vice president fell on my neck afterward. Ever since
there have been excited groups discussing the speech.

I’m boasting a lot, am I not?

Unfortunately, the day of the speech several meetings were
on and two clients were in town. The four biggest executives of
the company were not there to hear me. They have heard so
much about it, however, that it looks as if I shall have to re-
deliver it to them. Which will be an unprecedented thing. The
eventual outcome of it all may be that I shall be transferred
into the new business department. Which will be still more un-
believable. Or I may get fired. Or have to quit.

Benton had not exaggerated the likelihood that he would be fired
or have to quit. He had told the account executives in the audience:
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“Albert Lasker of Lord and Thomas knows a whale of a lot more
about advertising than you do, and Albert Lasker’s agency is a
whale of a lot better than the George Batten Company.” Nor did he
soften his approach when he faced the board of directors, which
included “the four biggest executives,” even when one of them, a
Mr. Busser, waspishly said to him before he started: “You look like
the young man in the International Correspondence School ads tell-
ing all the old men what to do.” Yet Busser’s colleagues were suffi-
ciently impressed with what they heard to lift the young man over
the hump of anonymity in the firm and start him upward. Within a
week’s time, he was given his first chance to write “consumer copy”
for a mouthwash called Odol that was to be handled along the lines
Benton had advocated in his speeches. More changes followed, in-
cluding management shakeups that soon cleared the way for Benton
to step into empty managerial shoes.

“I have many friends here,” Benton informed his mother, “but I
also have many enemies, due to my talk and sudden prominence. I
may still be fired. But I’m not worrying much. Thert’s no use. I can
easily get another job.”

He was more serious about another matter. The 1924 presidential
election campaign was underway, the first national election in which
Benton was old enough to vote. The Republican candidate was the
incumbent president, Calvin Coolidge. John W. Davis was the Demo-
cratic nominee, chosen after a bitter deadlock between Al Smith and
William Gibbs McAdoo. There was also Senator Robert M. La
Follette, Sr., the nominee of the Progressive party and a hero to
old Grangers and Populists like Daniel Webster Hixson, Benton’s
grandfather. Benton carefully read the speeches of all the candi-
dates, and, after weighing their words, solemnly made his first po-
litical commitment by joining the Yale-for-Davis Club. “Davis,”
said he in a note to Elma explaining his decision, “is the best man,
while Coolidge is the ‘silent man’ because he has to cover up a multi-
tude of sins.”

Late that fall, while the campaign to pick a president to lead
the nation was at its height; Benton was made a ““group head” in the
trade and industrial department in the Batten agency to replace
Arthur Brashears, who was promoted to consumer copy. Soon
afterward, he was urged to accept a proposed transfer to the Chi-
cago branch office with enlarged duties. He evaded the proposal
without too much difficulty, only to be pressured to accept a pro-
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posed transfer to Batten’s Boston branch. In addition to the “lay-
ing on of hands” by Mr. Emerson, the head of the Boston branch,
three other pairs of hands were involved in the intended blessing.
They belonged to William H. Johns, the aging head of the Batten
firm ; Mr. Boardman, the head of all copy; and Mr. Page, the head
of the “new business department.” At Yale, Benton would have
thought himself in Heaven if a single finger had tapped him for Skull
and Bones. Now, however, he politely but resolutely shrugged off all
the approving hands that blessed him in terms he didn’t like. In a
memo addressed to Johns, Emerson, Boardman, and Page, he made
it clear that before he would move to Boston he would move out of
Batten.

He was playing from strength. Lou Hartman of Lord and
Thomas had recently pressed him to take a $4,200-a-year job writ-
ing copy under O’Dea, with none of the earlier troubles he had ex-
perienced. “It’s bad to go back to a place you’ve left,” Benton sub-
sequently observed to Elma, “but I’'m pleased that Hartman and
O’Dea want me. It’s something to remember in case Mr. Johns gets
too resentful over my refusing to go to Boston.” Further:

The time has come to let Mr. Johns and the other company
executives in the Batten agency know that I am very concerned
over myself, over my future, and over my rapid advancement
regardless of my youth. I never intend to make any emotional
appeals to an employer. I never intend to cry about how I need
more money because I have to support a wife and ten children
or a widowed mother. My approach will always be: “I am worth
more money. If I’m not, don’t pay it to me, or even fire me. If I
am, fork it over.” I personally feel I’ll more often gain respect
by the latter attitude than by the former. As I go along,
Mother, I realize more and more the general incompetence of
most men in business.

At the end of 1924, Benton’s new resolve to march at the head of
events brought its new reward. In another shakeup, Boardman had
been fired and displaced as head of all copy by Maurice Collette, who
had been with the organization since 1908. The temporary head of
Benton’s department was shifted elsewhere, leaving a vacancy to be
filled. Benton was the youngest of the twelve men in the department,
and the others, from the standpoint of length of service, had a
stronger claim to head it. But a majority of the executives of the
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company, impressed with his energy and talents, induced Mr. Johns
to shelve his annoyance at Benton’s sidestepping Boston and to
make him head of the trade and industrial department.

The various members of Benton’s family were informed of his new
Job, which made him the leader of eleven subordinates. Among the
replies he received, one from his Aunt Mary Benton was full of ad-
vice on how to be a leader and inspirer instead of an autocrat. And
she informed her nephew that Aunt Hattie was on her way to Syria
“to pick up the heritage of love”—which meant looking over condi-
tions at the Benton School in B’hamdoun, Lebanon, founded in
memory of Benton’s missionary grandparents. In the years that had
passed since the founding of the school, successive members of the
Benton family had contributed to its support. Now that her nephew
had a new job, and a salary increase, would he wish to contribute to
the support of the school?

Before answering, he wrote to his mother for advice:

I haven’t much sympathy with Aunt Hattie’s visit, though I
suppose it is all right. If the school is going along satisfac-
torily under its present support, if you think I ought to put in
my contribution, let me take Aunt Mary’s place on the roll. Let
her keep her money, as she needs it so, and I’ll give mine instead.
Do you think she’d agree to that? I’d rather give the money to
her indirectly, than to the school.

His mother’s advice was that Aunt Mary, despite her straitened
circumstances, would be crushed if she could no longer contribute
something to the Benton school. It was best to let her reduce her
contribution but still give something, with Benton making up the
difference. He agreed, and assumed half of Aunt Mary’s share by
contributing $90 a year, which he soon increased to $180. It was his
first important “philanthropy.”

Benton was now earning $5,000 a year—Iless than several men
working under him—but, as he proﬁdly noted, equal to his mother’s
salary. It was his intention to save at least $1,000 a year, for he still
had his $25-a-week client on the side. His savings plan, however, fell
apart. First, he induced Walter Schleiter to move with him out of
their dark and airless basement quarters on East Thirty-eighth
Street and into a tiny two-room apartment on West Fortieth Street
that had some sunlight. There would be an extra cost in furnishing
the place, but at least they could start living like human beings
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instead of moles. Then he loaned half his savings to his friend Galen
Van Meter, who finally had a position with a Wall Street firm that
he liked. His prospects seemed bright, but he was momentarily short
of cash, and this was an embarrassment, since he was now engaged
tomarry Janet Mackey.

In venturing to be a “leader and inspirer instead of an autocrat”
’ 5o he
informed his mother, as though he were Marshal Joffre talking to
Marshal Foch, “is to weld the men in my department into a unit.
Everyone else in the Batten agency is working at cross purposes,
fighting his own little battles. If I can get all the men really strongly
behind me, I shall become quite a power in the office.” He gently re-
placed two older section chiefs with young “Benton men.” He then
bound the personnel of the department to his own fate by showing
that he was willing to risk his own job by fighting for his subordi-
nates. But this was not enough. “I am now putting up a fight for
better personnel,” he informed his mother. “I am trying to get the

in his new job, Benton moved in measured steps. “My aim,’

company to plan on hiring boys out of college, instead of trying to
save $5 a week on a salary by taking some high class office boy. I
hope to put this over.” And so he did.

He was soon entrusted with the responsibility of hiring new copy-
writers for the company. He insisted that an on-the-job training
school for copywriters be created within his own department. This
was done, and Benton was made the head of it. He insisted also on
a manual to guide copywriters along lines more advanced than those
of Boardman, the departed chief of copy. This was agreed to, and
Benton wrote the manual. “I am beginning to decide my judgment is
unusually good,” he informed his mother in mid-February 1925.
“That is an inheritance I’ve received from you. It is remarkable how
poor people are at analyzing things and reaching an obvious con-
clusion. I see it every day in business.”

His increased work underlined the need for an assistant. He had
interviewed many young men and had chosen one, to start work on
Friday the thirteenth. The young man asked for a more auspicious
starting date, and that was the end of him. Benton looked askance
at anyone who took superstitions seriously. Ironically, the young
man’s superstition affected the course of Benton’s own life, for he
finally chose a young assistant who had been referred to him by
Yale’s job placement bureau. Benton, in reporting the event to
Elma, had this to say about the aide he was breaking in:
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He has had very little experience, having just graduated
from Yale last year. He is in the right business, as he was cap-
tain of the golf team at Yale, and is from one of the oldest New
England families—from father to son his forebears have been
editors of the Springfield “Republican” for over 100 years. He
is engaged to the daughter of the Vice President of the Fiske
Rubber Company, and has many connections which will prove
of enormous benefit. He is either going to be a tremendous suc-
cess in advertising, or a tragic failure. (His girl won’t let him
go onto the newspaper, as it means working until one or two
in the morning for the rest of his life.)

The nameless young $25-a-week assistant was Chester Bowles. In
the passing days, “Bill” Benton and “Chet” Bowles grew closer to
each other, and by the last week of March there was the first sign of
a gestating idea about a Benton and Bowles team. It was augmented
a few days later by the idea of adding the older and more experi-
enced Maurice Collette to the combination. Two letters Benton sent
his mother mark the onset of the plan—and its first miscarriage:

March 23, 1925

Chet is most likeable, and is already popular with all the
boys in my department. Next summer he is to marry Judy
Fiske. His father-in-law to be has remarked to him: “I see no
reason why you shouldn’t have the Fiske Tire Company ac-
count someday.” The Fiske account is somewhat similar to a
gold mine. Tonight at dinner Chet was talking to me about the
possibility of our going into business together in four or five
years, with the Fiske account to run on. If such a thing works
out, it is like finding a fortune. It may work out, too, but four
years from now is difficult to predict.

April 8, 1925

Chet and I went up to Springfield last week. Either Chet had
exaggerated Mr. Fiske’s optimism, or else Mr. Fiske had
changed his mind. He vetoed the idea of a new agency at this
time. He found the selling job with the other executives in his
company much bigger than he had thought it was. He decided
it would be easier to sell George Batten than it would “Collette,
Benton and Bowles.”” He advised us to try to bring the account
in to Batten’s, and if we wanted to a couple years from now,
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then there was plenty of time to try to put the new agency idea
over. (I don’t know whether I would do that. I rather doubt it.)

Last week I went over the whole thing with Mr. Johns and
Mr. Page. They are, of course, highly keyed up over the possi-
bility. I am to figure very decidedly in the solicitation, and, if
we get the business, I may be the representative on the account.
A big job. Mr. Fiske said, “I would give many thousands of
dollars to have the chance at the Cadillac account that you
have at the Fiske advertising account.” Mr. Fiske is going to
recommend us, but he is in no position to jam us down the
throats of his sales and advertising managers.

Benton correctly estimated Mr. Fiske’s position. There was no
Fiske account to be had either by the putative advertising firm of
“Collette, Benton and Bowles” or by the George Batten Company-—
or later, by Benton and Bowles. But the matter started Benton and
Bowles to thinking of themselves in terms of a team, while the
chimerical Fiske account and other, more tangible things spurred
Benton’s rise in the Batten agency. He had inherited the trade and
industrial department in bad shape, but within a year he had
straightened out its accounts and personnel and had turned an
operating deficit into a profit. He had worked on solicitations and
had spoken at advertising, direct mail, sales, and other conferences.

In the spring of 1925, he was ready for a further step upward in
the Batten hierarchy, facilitated by Maurice Collette, whom he had
thought of as the senior member of a future “Collette, Benton, and
Bowles.” Collette now reciprocated Benton’s compliment. He
wanted Benton to become his main assistant in the copy and service
department while continuing in direct charge of the trade and in-
dustrial department. Mr. Johns, the president of the Batten agency,
had to give his approval, but Collette volunteered to get it. “That
would really be quite a promotion for me,” Benton informed his
mother. “I would be stepping into a job which can be built up to God
knows where. The salary limit is much higher than in the job I now
hold.” The shining prospect ahead, if realized, seemed to be con-
nected in his thoughts with the idea that he would be financially
situated to get married. But to whom? Benton jumped to a word of
self-analysis about his own memory, and from there jumped to a
postscript devoted to a certain girl. “My strong forte,” said he, “is
not my memory. It is nowhere as good as Dan’s was, in remembering
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things that happened long ago. I remember the logic of situations,
the reasoning and principles behind the things I saw or did, but not
the details.”” After that he added:

P.S.—Helen Hemingway of whom I’ve often written you,
returns after a year in France this coming August. She is one
of the finest girls I’ve ever known. She graduated from Con-
necticut College in 1923, President of the Christian Society,
etc. In 19234, she taught French in a Connecticut high school.
You couldn’t find a better, nicer girl, more of a leader, than
Helen. Do you think you could use her next year? She might be
interested. I have no idea that she would, but she’d be a real

find!

Collette came through with Mr. Johns, and Benton was raised in
rank and salary effective 1 June. At the same time, Bowles intro-
duced Benton to a private world previously unknown to him. This
was the Baltusrol Golf Club, located at Short Hills, New Jersey,
where Benton encamped for most of the summer months as a junior
member, while commuting to work in New York. He had never before
seen such a collection of affluent people assembled in one place.
Bowles’s aptitude for golf brought him in intimate touch with the
Big Men in the club who were golf addicts, while Benton’s status as a
duffer made him ashamed to get out on the links. His skill at bridge,
however, equalized the distance between himself and the Big Men
who were bridge addicts.

Helen Hemingway, meanwhile, returned from Europe in late
August. She passed through New York en route to New Haven with-
out seeing Benton, but found time for a phone call, and it was ar-
ranged that they would meet in early September. On the eve of their
scheduled reunion, however, Benton passed through a crisis in his
life. The rezlxsons, unrelated to Helen, could have meant his not see-
ing her again if the turmoil had resolved itself differently.

On Thursday, 21 August, Benton received a telegram from a
friend in Miami, Russell Hoye, Yale *18. Hoye had been one of the
young men who had swooped down on Florida and its land boom,
like birds in search of golden worms. Now, he telegraphed, he was
very well located with the Miami Advertising Company, and the
company needed a $250-a-week copywriter. Was Benton interested ?
The salary was more than twice what he was earning at Batten. So
he wired for more information about the financial condition of the
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Miami agency, and whether it would give him a contract for a year.
The next day a telegram from Miami referred him to people in New
York who could assure him about the company’s financial sound-
ness. When the proposed contract arrived in the mail on the follow-
ing Monday morning, Benton took it to a lawyer and was told it was
valid. If he joined the Miami Advertising Company, he would draw
$250 a week for a year just as long as he reported for work.

That noon, he submitted his resignation to Mr. Johns. Johns,
dumbfounded, urged Benton to take a day to think it over. So he
did, but he was still of a mind to resign when he saw Johns the next
afternoon. The latter now spread out a batch of Florida newspapers
showing Benton the “cheap” real estate copy he would be expected
to write; then he said: “Are you an exceptional copywriter? I don’t
think you are a genius. And, if you aren’t, you don’t want to stick to
copy work. You want to be here with a big executive job ahead of
you.” Benton still held to his decision, and his resignation was finally
accepted.

That night, he talked his decision over with four older men at the
Baltusrol Country Club. All advised against it. One, Bill William-
son, sales manager of a Wall Street brokerage house, was particu-
larly emphatic in arguing against the move, saying: “You are a fool
to leave. Every year you stay with Batten’s is worth thousands of
dollars to you in prestige. This you sacrifice if you go to Miami. You
now enjoy the respect of the men here at the club. They know you
have a fine job with a fine company. But what of Miami? We all have
hundreds of ex-Miamians, so to speak, apply to us for jobs every
year. They are the ne’er-do-wells, those who may settle down in later
life and make a success, but the odds are against them.”

The revelation stopped Benton’s precipitous lunge down the
primrose path. The prodigal returned. He called on Mr. Johns
Wednesday morning, contritely confessed his error, said that he had
consulted several older men, and all had advised him to stay at
Batten. It had taken him several days to get a clear view of the situa-
tion, but now that he had “passed through a crisis,” he felt it would
“mark a turning point” in his “way of thinking.”” He got up to leave,
but was stopped by Johns, who said: “I have been looking over the
payroll, Mr. Benton. I have decided to increase your salary to
$7000 a year. There are at least two men in your department on
more of a salary than you are. You have done well and should be the
highest paid man in the department. Furthermore, you have made a
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real monetary sacrifice in not going to Miami. I recognize it, and
want to compensate you in some measure. I don’t believe you’ll get
another raise for some time. But I know you won’t expect it.”

In relating all this afterward to Elma, Benton, still a little dazed,
observed that with his outside job with Goldstein, he would be mak-
ing $8,300 a year at least. “That is a great deal of money,” he con-
tinued. “Things change rapidly. I should save $4,000 or so during
the next year.” Assorted postscripts to this report extended from
the end of August to mid-October 1925.

I have paid off all my debts, and don’t owe a cent to anyone.
I hope that the days of “being broke” are over for me. I feel
as if I started on the road to financial independence. It is a
great feeling.

I am very glad that you liked your gold wrist watch. It
afforded me great pleasure to give you such a present. I hon-
estly didn’t expect to for many years to come. So my pleasure
is doubled because of the early date.

Secretly, I'm quite proud of the Benton School. The School
will have my support, though never to the exclusion of things
which in my estimation are more worth while. Aunt Mary is
one of those things. She is quite a remarkable woman.

You’d better start hunting a wife for me. I have my bachelor-
hood thrown up to me all the time. All the boys in my depart-
ment are married except one, and he is getting married in six
weeks. I sit alone on a solitary pedestal, the best able in the lot,
financially, to support a family.

Helen Hemingway is coming through the city this weekend.
Ididn’t see her when she got in from Europe, as she took a train
right out. I’ll be glad to see her. She is a charming girl.

In mid-October 1925 a note from his mother rocked Benton back
on his heels. She had just been to a doctor, and some sort of chronic
disease was suspected, perhaps heart trouble.

The note marked a new turn in the mother-son relationship. “You
bave always been the one to lecture me,” he wrote her ; “now my turn
has come to lecture you.” He wanted her to spread the work load
instead of trying to do everything herself. The best executives, said
he, “had the least to do themselves.” A subsequent report about her
condition led him to add: “Your common sense has always been so
far above that of most people, that I have never questioned it in
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regard to yourself. Aunt Mary questions it. And now that you are
having trouble with your health, I question it also. I don’t know
whether one who has been as strong and active as you can realize a
new day has dawned.” If the doctor thought it would help, she should
quit Saint Louis at once and spend the rest of the year in California.
If the doctor approved and her own interests drew her to Europe,
she should plan on going there. The costs of the trip would be his
gift to her. If she wanted to move to New York, she could live with
her son. Financial considerations should play no part in her deci-
sions. “You know,” said he, “I can easily send you whatever you need
to live on. And I'd love to. There is nothing would please me so much
as to feel I was working for you. You had that feeling about me and
Dan. You can understand the same feeling in me. I never will, finan-
cially or in any other way, be able to repay you for all you have
done for me.”

In mid-December agency business took Benton to Chicago, and he
went on to Saint Louis. He found his mother had not cut back on her
work, and he was disturbed by the way she looked. So he again urged
her to consider the various proposals about the future he had
sketched in his letters. Her disinterest prompted an afterthought on
his part when he returned to New York. “While you think you will
be happiest if you keep your work at Hosmer Hall,” he wrote Elma,
“there is absolutely no need of your trying to save money while you
stay at Hosmer. Stay there because you like it, not because you are
achieving independence. Get yourself a maid. If your present income
isn’t sufficient to cover expenses, call on me. If you feel any easier, I
will start a ten-year endowment fund for you so that you will have
the money you want by that time, guaranteed you, or we’ll make it
five years.”

His mother declined the proposal and argued that there was no
real cause for concern. By the end of January 1926, as if to prove
that she had completely recovered from her malaise, she journeyed
east for a teachers’ convention in Washington, D.C., and then to
New York for a reunion. Benton had asked Helen Hemingway to
come down from New Haven to meet his mother. Everything could
have gone wrong between the powerful older woman and the shy .
younger one. Nothing did. Each was happily impressed by the other.
The only trouble was with Benton himself. Elma left for Saint Louis
feeling that her son didn’t know the true state of his heart. However,
since Helen and her own mother were due to move from New Haven
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to New York in early March, Elma assumed that he would be seeing
the girl more often.

Not long after she was back in Saint Louis, Elma collapsed and
was bedridden for several months. “I hope,” her alarmed son wrote
her, “that you aren’t too old, or too proud to listen to the advice I
have been trying to give you about how to arrange things so that
you can take it easy.” Yet when Elma was allowed to move about,
she again plunged into her work at Hosmer Hall, along with that of
the many civic committees of which she was a member. She slowed
down only in mid-June when she came east to spend the greater part
of the summer of 1926 at a seaside hotel in Madison, Counecticut,
where her son joined her on most weekends.

Meanwhile, at the Batten office, Benton passed through another
spasm of complaining about the advertising profession generally,
and about the Batten agency specifically. He had increased the busi-
ness of the trade and industrial department by 40 percent while the
business of the agency as a whole had increased by only 10 percent.
His success, he felt, was largely due to the kind of young men he
hired or helped train as copywriters. Some, in fact, were to become
major figures in modern American advertising. First there was
Chester Bowles. Then there was Ted Bates, whom Benton engaged
to succeed Bowles as his personal assistant when Bowles was as-
signed to the writing of copy. Bates, in time, would found his own
agency and would make it one of the largest in the world. There was
also J. Sterling Getchell, who had been with Lord and Thomas be-
fore Benton hired him for Batten. Getchell would later found a
highly successful agency of his own, but its boundless promise came
to an end with his untimely death while he was still in his early
forties.

Also during this period, Benton came to know two young men who
were to have a direct or indirect effect on his future career in the
advertising business. One of these who worked with Benton at the
Batten agency was Charles Mortimer, later president of General
Foods. The second was Bayard Colgate, heir apparent to the domi-
nant interest in the Colgate Company, one of the largest advertisers
in the nation and at that time a Batten account.

Since it seemed to Benton that he would be staying with the Bat-
ten Company for some time, he decided to end his living arrangement
with Walter Schleiter and to move into a place of his own. The one
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he found was an apartment in the Hotel White at Thirty-seventh
Street and Lexington Avenue, an eleven-block walk from his office.
Yet what he called his “homeloving instincts” still stopped short of
marriage. '

Seven years had passed since he had first met Helen Hemingway.
Now that she was living in New York, he was seeing her at least once
a week—and was regularly confiding the ambiguous aftereffects to
Elma: “Helen,” so he wrote in mid-December 1926, “is the best com-
pany a man can have. I doubt if I could ever do better in finding a
wife. I believe I’ll stop seeing Helen in the next few months. If I
don’t, it’s marriage.”

Suddenly, after a New Year’s Eve party given by Chet and Judy
Bowles, Helen gave Benton a piece of news which he passed on to his
mother: “She says that she has made up her mind to go to France.
I am at a loss when I think that I won’t see her anymore. I can’t
understand what she’s up to. She says that there is someone in
France she met the year she was there, and is now going to marry
him and settle down in Tours.” On his twenty-seventh birthday, he
added a perplexed postscript: “I have been seeing Helen despite
what she told me on New Year’s Eve. But she is serious about going
to France. Someone was up to look at the apartment that she and
her mother were renting. I don’t understand this French business at
all. My guess is that she won’t marry that man.”

He was judging the matter on the basis of the many goodbyes and
reunions that had marked his relationship with Helen since the first
of her goodbyes had been uttered the previous New Year’s Eve.

On his own part, he could not cite financial reasons for withhold-
ing his own marriage proposal to her. His finances took another
bright turn when Mr. Johns raised his salary to $10,000 and offered
Benton a “partnership” in the agency, along with fifty shares of
stock valued at $10,000. Though he had been with the agency only a
little over three years, if he accepted Benton would head the “third
line of defense” at Batten. The second line was headed by Collette
and Robley Feland, who were his seniors in age by thirteen or more
years, and the “first line” was headed by Johns and four other aging
top executives, some of whom were soon due to retire. In the normal
course of things, therefore, Benton might look forward to becoming
the president of the Batten agency. Further, the block of stock he
was offered, when it paid for itself from dividends, would increase his
income by from $2,000 to $3,000 a year. The additional increments
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of stock he would get as the existing stockholders retired and turned
their holdings back to the company would prospectively mean
$30,000 to $40,000 a year in stock dividends by the time Benton
was forty.

Johns’s offer was not unfettered. If Benton accepted the stock, he
would be bound by a provision not to go into the agency business for
a period of five years after he voluntarily left Batten. This might
make any change difficult because only in another agency could he
capitalize fully on his experience. “This means,” he wrote to Elma,
“that I would be casting my lot with George Batten Company, while
still a very young man. The company can make men financially in-
dependent, but it does not make them millionaires. My income should
be excellent, but the dreams of great wealth vanish into the limbo.”
But if he left Batten, it would probably be for a business other than
advertising, for he doubted whether another agency would present
opportunities as great as those he currently faced. In the end, he
accepted the stock offer. He became the youngest “partner” in the
history of the Batten agency, and took the “partner” role so seri-
ously that the results eventually spread havoc on all sides.

He was still riding high in his new role when his mother finally
agreed to take a year’s leave of absence from Hosmer Hall. She came
east for a vacation with her son in the early summer of 1927, and in
mid-August sailed for Europe. This was the first time since 1914
that the Atlantic Ocean separated the mother and son. But the emo-
tional jolt of this particular separation was increased three months
later when Helen Hemingway actually left for Europe.

Benton felt bereft—and defensive—for having maintained a rela-
tionship with the girl for so many years, only to see it come to
nothing. He appealed to his mother for some “understanding” of
his behavior. “Girls take marriage much more calmly than men,” he
wrote Elma in the course of reporting on Helen’s departure. “To
them, marriage is a natural and pre-ordained function, no more to
get excited about than breakfast. To men it is a tremendous event,
to be pondered and decided slowly. Girls think about marriage much
more than men, before they are engaged, because they look forward
to it as the inevitable. Perhaps that is why men, in their unprepared-
ness, get more excited about the event when it is upon them.” And he
added: “Janet Van Meter says she doesn’t see how I’ll ever get mar-
ried because I’ll never find a girl whom I think is the equal of my
mother. Yet all the girls I have ever been interested in—Cordelia,
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Catharine, and now Helen—are those who most closely resemble
you in many of their personal traits.”

If he was clear in his mind about that one matter, he was increas-
ingly unsettled in his thoughts about the Batten agency and about
the advertising business itself. Where the agency was concerned, he
Jjoined in a plan which envisioned the formation of a four-man con-
sortium to buy out the stock of Mr. Johns. The other members of
the consortium were to be Collette, Robley Feland, and Sterling
Getchell. All felt as he did that Johns was a drag on the agency and
that he could serve it best by retiring as president. Johns, however,
saw the case differently and backed away from the proposal-—even
as Benton hesitated to back into a proposal of marriage to Helen
Hemingway.

Helen did not marry “that man in Tours,” but settled in Paris,
where she was working in the fashion industry. She and Benton re-
sumed their correspondence, and Benton felt drawn closer to mar-
riage but still couldn’t take the final step. He appealed to his mother
for help, saying that it was “unusual in itself” that Helen was the
only girl he had “ever really considered marrying.” He had “become
more self centered, more selfish.” Perhaps if he didn’t “marry now,”
he never would. This was one matter, however, which Elma declined
to decide for him. She had visited Helen in Paris in April, and after-
ward wrote Benton a prose poem in praise of the girl, but stopped
short of telling him directly what he should do with respect to mar-
riage. “You have not helped me much with Helen,” Benton com-
plained in a reply. “I am still at sea but I must sail for one shore
or another.”

Someone else helped make up his mind.

On the evening of 1 May 1928, after a bridge game at Galen Van
Meter’s apartment on Fifty-fifth Street, Gene Tracey, who had sat
in the game, walked with Benton part of the way back to his hotel.
Gene had recently been divorced after three and a half years of mar-
riage, and in the course of the walk Benton voiced his regret that his
friend had married a girl, only to see it all end in a divorce. Tracey
snapped back: “I don’t agree at all. I’'m not sorry I married her.
Marriage is the natural state for a man. I took my chances and they
didn’t work out. Why don’t you have the nerve to get married ?”

Benton thought about this when he walked the rest of the way
alone. When he got to the White Hotel, he wrote a letter to Helen
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proposing marriage. Then he was afraid he wouldn’t mail it if he
waited until morning. So he walked out and mailed the letter. He
then thought he was being unfair to Helen, since she would not know
that he had mailed the letter. So he walked to the nearest Western
Union cable office and sent her a cablegram: “In letter just mailed
four most important words are, Will you marry me?”

He later learned that the landlady of the boardinghouse where
Helen was living in Paris telephoned her when the cable arrived, read
its contents over the phone, and asked in French: “Are you con-
tent?”” Helen was content. “Read it again!” she exclaimed. She ac-
cepted the proposal of marriage andwould soon return to the United
States in the company of her cousins, Mr. and Mrs. William Walsh
of Litchfield, Connecticut.

Another piece of news was a little slow in reaching her. Five days
after she had received Benton’s cabled proposal of marriage, he was
fired from the George Batten Company. Why? The cause was rooted
in Benton’s old complaint about how the company was “slow as
molasses,” a complaint based on the growing gap between the
strength of the advertising copy Batten was turning out, and the
agency’s weakness in soliciting new business and in handling what it
had. In a single week in early February it had lost four accounts
with aggregate billings of one million dollars.

It was Benton’s feeling that the advertising firm of Barton,
Durstine, and Osborne, located in the same building with Batten,
was successful in soliciting new business, but was producing “lousy”
ads. Why not merge the two agencies so that the strength of one in
producing high quality advertising copy could be reinforced by the
strength of the other in getting business and in management? The
idea seemed so logical that he sent a hail of memos to Johns to drive
home the argument that the Batten Company simply had to merge
with Barton, Durstine, and Osborne. Collette associated himself in
writing with Benton’s views.

But pride was stronger than logic. On Saturday morning, 5 May,
Johns called Collette in and fired him in five minutes. Benton was
called in next. This took a little longer. After two hours he fired Ben-
ton on the charge of “disloyalty” to the Batten agency. “I told
Johns,” Benton later recalled, ““that he had made me a so-called
partner in the agency and that the proof of my loyalty to him was
that I wanted to make Batten a successful company. In fact, 1
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should have been given a million dollar check as a ‘finder’s fee’ for
being the man who came up with the idea of the merger of Batten
and BD&O.”

He was given a week to clear up his work and clear out. But since
he had been summarily fired instead of resigning, he was freed from
the clause in the contract barring him for five years from working
for or starting another agency. At lunch on the Saturday he was
fired, Benton discussed his plans with Sterling Getchell and Chester
Bowles. He was now determined to start his own advertising agency,
but first he wanted further experience at the management end of
things. “There are plenty of hazards in this business from the
clients,” Benton observed. “Why also accept the hazard from bosses
inside the agency?” Sterling Getchell immediately volunteered to
Jjoin Benton, and Bowles added: “Let’s go in together.”

Collette was reemployed, but only at the price of having to make
a humiliating speech that Monday before all the principal people
in the Batten Company. Benton, however, refused to humiliate him-
self as the price of being rehired, and in this he had the backing of a
revolutionary movement in the copy department. It had been his
vain practice beforehand to buy a ten-cent carnation en route to
work and to wear it in his lapel. The men in the copy department now
sported carnations for the rest of the week in a symbolic gesture of
solidarity with their banished chief. The Jacobin gesture was not
lost on Johns, nor did he miss the meaning of other developments.
Frank Presbrey, the head of a large New York advertising agency
at the time, telephoned him to ask what had happened at his agency
—since seven copywriters from Batten had applied to him for jobs
in a single day. In the interim, the ablest of the copywriters, Sterling
Getchell, had printed little cards reading inelegantly: “Aw Nuts.”
He gravely left one on each executive’s desk, and then walked out for
good. A job was waiting for him at the J. Walter Thompson agency.

Faced by such internal discontent, Johns entered into the very
negotiations Benton had urged on him at the price of being fired.
In July, a merger brought into being what is now the giant firm of
“BBD&0O”—Batten, Barton, Durstine, and Osborne.

There was a comic footnote to this. Just before Benton was fired,
he had hired one Charles Brower for the Batten copy department,
but left no record of this fact. Brower checked in a week later, asked
for Benton, and was told that he was no longer around. Referred to
someone else in the firm, Brower said, “Benton hired me and I quit
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my job and here I am.” He was asked: “And what did Benton agree
to pay you?” Brower subsequently confessed that in answering the
question, “I gave myself my first raise.” He did a little more than
that as time went by. He became the president of BBD&O.

Benton, on his part, returned his stock to the Batten Company,
and received for it about $5,000 in accumulated dividends. He was
not lacking in new job offers, but he felt that Lord and Thomas was
the best place quickly to get the experience he wanted in the manage-
ment end of the advertising business. Over the five years that elapsed
since leaving that agency, he had kept in close and friendly touch
with its executives. When he now informed them of his “availabil-
ity,” he was promptly offered and just as promptly accepted a job
as assistant general manager in the Chicago home office of the firm.

During the time he spent in the New York office, in order to get a
“feel” of the people with whom he would correspond from his own
base in Chicago, he also attended to the details bearing on arrange-
ments for his wedding, honeymoon, and the disposition of his New
York apartment. And at four o’clock, 12 June, in the Saint Regis
Hotel, with two hundred guests present, with Galen Van Meter as
the best man, and with Elma Hixon Benton looking on, Helen and
William were married. The minister was the Reverend Stanley Kil-
bourne, the Episcopal minister who in 1913 had helped get Benton
into the Shattuck School on a choir-singing scholarship. He was
another of the many people out of the past with whom Benton had
kept in touch through nights of letter writing.

After the wedding, Bill and Helen left for a three-week cruise to
Jamaica, and then back to the States and on to Chicago, where they
arrived on 8 July. The private world facing Helen had become a
topsy-turvy one even as she was being fitted for a bridal gown. Yet
she calmly accepted the change as though it was the most ordinary
experience a young woman could know. So it would be in the abrupt
changes lying ahead for the Bentons in their life together. The
bridegroom, despite his agonizing indecision in the years before, had
chosen brilliantly in this daughter of a long line of Connecticut
Yankees. He had chosen intelligence, laconic humor, honesty, gen-
erosity, and a dignity of style which springs from an inner elegance.

Benton was determined to save toward the capital needed to start
his own advertising business. In Chicago, the Bentons settled into an
inexpensive two-room apartment in the 300 block of Webster Street.
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Helen busied herself with making the place comfortable, while Ben-
ton wrote his mother: “I am becoming more settled in matrimony.
Helen is better suited to me than any girl I would ever have met, and
we are very happy. I am reading aloud to Helen, ‘John Brown’s
Body, by Stephen Vincent Benet, a boy who was in college with me.
A 350 page poem telling the story of the Civil War. I think you
would like it. We are leading a very, very quiet life. Doing abso-
lutely nothing. The only excitement I get is in business, which is not
good.” He presently had more than his fill of excitement in business,
thanks to Albert Lasker, the head of Lord and Thomas.

Albert Lasker once defined an “administrator” as being “some-
body without brains.” What he liked—and rewarded in his own
eccentric way—was stimulation, ideas, and originality. The organi-
zational structure of Lord and Thomas featured a board of direc-
tors that never met. A succession of “presidents” had no effective
power of command over their own subordinates ; Lasker was forever
making end runs around his “presidents,” to decimate their subordi-
nates or to raise them (briefly) to summits of glory. There were
many men who were hired to be heads of various enclaves within
the agency. They often found that someone else had also been hired
to do their assigned jobs. The chaos generated by this system of
dual proconsuls led to resignations, firings, and new hirings on what
seemed to be a six-month cycle. (Frank Fehlman, Benton’s original
employer, had been a casualty of the process.) Yet, despite the
chaos, in 1928 when Benton joined the Chicago office of Lord and
Thomas, the agency was in its greatest years as the pacesetter in
American advertising.

Benton did not meet Lasker for three months after starting to
work as assistant general manager. He later learned that an im-
portant point in his own favor when he was hired was not his pre-
vious association with Lord and Thomas but the fact that he had
been fired by the George Batten agency, for whose head Lasker had
a profound “professional contempt.” William H. Johns and his as-
sociates used to solicit business by stating that Batten spent almost
all its commissions on client services, retaining for itself only around
2 percent. Lasker, by contrast, used to solicit business by stating:
“I’ve made a million dollars a year or far more ever since I was 26
years old. Do you want a smart man to work for you?” And he
insisted on keeping 10 percent of the 15 percent in commissions. It
was something Benton would echo later, when he would brashly tell
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prospective Benton and Bowles clients: “Whatever J. Walter
Thompson charges, we charge more.”

At Lord and Thomas, Ralph L. Sollitt, the general manager, was
Benton’s immediate superior. Their personal relations were excel-
lent: The two men and their respective wives had a standing bi-
weekly social evening which they spent in reading plays. Benton’s
thoughts, however, remained centered on his friends in New York.
When one of them, such as Gene Tracey, visited Chicago, joy was
unconfined. Sterling Getchell, by now working for J. Walter
Thompson, also came to Chicago, anxious to talk about Lord and
Thomas, and still more anxious to talk about a Benton and Getchell
advertising agency. Twice he and Benton met midway at Toledo for
a weekend discussion. There was also a telegram from Charles Mor-
timer, who wanted to leave BBD&O, and Benton sent a letter intro-
ducing him to the head of the New York office of Lord and Thomas.
There were also long, newsy letters from Bowles, working at
BBD&O but full of plans for a future Benton and Bowles combi-
nation.

Then again, there were letters from Galen Van Meter and from
Bill Williamson of Baltusrol days, now partners in a Wall Street
firm. They had a $15,000-a-year job waiting for Benton, after the
1928 presidential election. The victory of Herbert Hoover provided
a new jet of steam for the upward surge of the New York stock
market. Van Meter and Williamson, like many other men on Wall
Street, were ebullient ; each expected to make $100,000 in the year
ahead, and they urged Benton to join them around the gravy bowl.

Benton (who had voted for Al Smith) might have been tempted,
but at that moment he was tied to Lord and Thomas by a major
project that Lasker had put in his charge. Colgate, a former Batten
account, had merged with the Palmolive Company, a Lord and
Thomas account. Would each of the two agencies retain its former
account, or would the advertising also merge into a single account?
Lasker had an idea.

Though Lord and Thomas was the world’s largest advertising
agency, it then had no research department, reflecting Lasker’s
built-in contempt for research, especially of the statistical kind.
“Research,” he thundered, “is simply something that tells you that
a jackass has two ears.” Nonetheless, in the autumn of 1928, the
Colgate-Palmolive merger forced Lasker to dissemble his contempt
for research. He sent for Benton—it was one of their earliest meet-
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ings—and said to him: “I know the Palmolive people too well to ask
them for the Colgate account, but I want to show that I am inter-
ested in it. Which means that I want you to make a survey on the
problems growing out of the merger.”

“What kind of survey do you want?” Benton asked. “What shall
I survey?”

“I don’t give a damn what you survey,” Lasker answered im-
patiently. “All I want is the biggest one ever made.”

Most advertising agency surveys of the time took the form of
market research. This meant determining, for instance, the number
of drugstores in Des Moines, and how to get one’s products dis-
played in their windows. But now that Benton was ordered to pro-
duce something colossal in size alone, he poured his energies into his
assignment. He put the entire copy department of Lord and
Thomas to work framing elaborate questionnaires, not for drug-
stores but for consumers. Copywriters were sent to the suburbs for
a house-to-house canvass of consumers to get a feel for the subject
they were to think about. Palmolive and Colgate, for example, both
produced packaged soap flakes—Super Suds and Kwiksolv. If one
brand was to be withdrawn from the market in consequence of the
merger, what were the consumers’ preferences? The questionnaire
covering the laundry soap field was distributed to trained teams of
interviewers across the nation. When all the returns were in, Benton
translated the results into mathematical symbols and some two
hundred charts whose meaning could be grasped at a glance.

The project was a day-and-night grind for Benton, seven days a
week for sixty days. The final ten days were the hardest he had
known in his eight years in business. He worked almost around the
clock, with no more than a four-hour nightly break for sleep and
with but one break during the day—a lunch at his desk. Though
exhausted at the end of the assignment, Benton proudly felt that
he may actually have produced what Lasker was billing as “the
biggest survey in the history of the advertising business.”

The finished survey was a foot thick, in four morocco-bound gold-
embossed volumes. These Benton carried through the barricades of
three doors, each with its sentinels, guarding the inner citadel where
Lasker had his office. He laid the volumes on the latter’s desk.

Five minutes later, Lasker sent for Benton. “Magnificent!” he
exclaimed, pointing to the height and width of the survey. He had
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not read it and did not have to. While Benton had been slaving over
statistics, Lasker had won the Colgate account on his own. “At
least,” said Benton, “these are the most expensive bindings your
money can buy.” Lasker jumped to his feet, slammed his hand on the
gold embossing, and exclaimed: “Well, I assume your survey is as
good on the inside as it looks on the outside!” Though he gave no
further sign that the survey would have any bearing on the Lord
and Thomas campaign for its new client, Lasker felt that the sur-
vey’s author deserved his day in the sun and scheduled a whole day
for Benton to present and explain his two hundred splendid “con-
sumer research” charts to the heads of Lord and Thomas and the
Colgate-Palmolive Company. The charts were a smash hit with the
Colgate-Palmolive executives, who were given to understand that
the charts would help Lord and Thomas in handling their account.

Benton became a key man on the account, subordinate only to
Lasker and his general manager. Advertising copy may or may not
have been written with the research findings in mind. The findings
themselves were only rudimentary. In later years, however, Dr.
George Gallup generously observed that Benton’s new if stumbling
approach to advertising consumer research entitled him to a place
among its modern “fathers.” Benton himself did not at the time
sense that he was being a pioneer. Nor did the Colgate-Palmolive
executives. The year 1928—29 was a boom year, and Benton’s sur-
vey seemed to add an extra dimension to the hoped for boom in their
own business.

No part of what had happened changed Lasker’s own attitude
toward research in advertising. He still detested it ““on principle.”
But with the attitude of a man wearing a clothespin on his nose, he
put Benton to work on similar surveys for other accounts. Along
with this went a special assignment after Bayard Colgate, the heir
apparent of the Colgate family, moved with his wife to Chicago.
Benton had seen him occasionally in New York when the Batten
agency had the Colgate account. But as no one in the Chicago office
of Lord and Thomas knew the young man, Ralph Sollitt assigned
Bayard to Benton as a “major client responsibility.”

The arrangement was to the liking of the Colgate heir. He knew
few people in Chicago. He seemed to be in the family business mainly
from a sense of duty, and he welcomed Benton as someone with
whom he could share a few interests other than toothpaste. Besides,
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his wife, Ann, who had been miserable over the move to Chicago,
found in Helen Benton someone who made life in the Windy City a
little more pleasant.

Benton’s salary by the end of 1928 had been increased to $15,000
a year, and the dividends on the Lord and Thomas stock he had been
given brought in an added $7,000 a year, for a total income of
$22,000. There would presently be another raise in salary to boost
his earnings to $25,000—or a doubling in six months of what he
had earned at Batten. Yet he was gearing himself all the while for
a change. Thus in early January 1929, he went to New York with
Helen to meet friends with whom he had previously been discussing
various joint plans by letter. In New York he was offered a partner-
ship in Pedlar and Ryan, a young New York advertising agency
whose principal client, Lee Bristol of Bristol-Myers, was one of his
friends. A similar offer came from the advertising firm of Charles
Hoyt and Company in which his Yale friend Winthrop Hoyt was
dominant. But the partnership prospect that interested Benton the
most was that with Chester Bowles, who had been the first to broach
the idea of a partnership early in the Batten agency days. “I feel
certain,” Benton explained to his mother, “that I will never meet
anyone with whom I am more congenial than I am with Chet, He is
the one person I feel certain will stick to the spirit of any partner-
ship arrangement we agree upon.”

To their meeting in New York, Bowles brought Charles Morti-
mer, who had a new job in the advertising department of the Postum
Company—the cornerstone of what would soon be General Foods.
Although General Foods would embrace some twenty brand names
and Mortimer himself eventually would become its head, in early
1929 he was still too new in his job with Postum to make more than
a modest promise to Benton and Bowles. He would intercede on their
behalf with Ralph Starr Butler, advertising manager of the Postum
Company. A small piece of that one account would warrant the
launching of a Benton and Bowles agency.

With this target to aim at, each of the three returned to his own
base of action. The task of making the first “presentation” to Butler
fell to Bowles, since he was near the seat of decision in New York.
Benton, in Chicago, suggested improvements in the presentation.
He was himself under the strain of a new consumer research survey
he was doing for Lord and Thomas, this one for Kotex. He was also
under the strain of a stock market loss. He had hoped to save
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$12,000 by the end of the year in Chicago, but he lost $3,000 on an
investment in Colgate stock. The most he now could hope to have at
the end of the year, once he had met the expenses of settling into a
New York apartment, was $6,000. Still, he made a quick emotional
comeback from the stock market loss. For as he informed his mother,
now back at Hosmer Hall, his decision about whether to stay in Chi-
cago would not be governed by any fear of failing to succeed else-
where. It would be governed by his decision about where the best
business opportunities—*“and the most happiness for Helen” and
himself—were to be found.

On the eve of Benton’s birthday in 1929 he received a telephone
call from Charles Mortimer in New York. Postum’s advertising
manager had responded enthusiastically to Bowles. Bowles had
“sold himself as an advertising man, and Butler liked and appreci-
ated him.” Further, Bowles was submitting his “presentation” to
Taylor, Postum’s sales manager. The chances of getting something
out of the Postum account “were easily fifty-fifty.”

Like other imaginative young men on Madison Avenue, Benton
had been increasingly drawn to the potentialities of radio as a new
medium for advertising. At the National Cash Register Company,
he had been taught by “old Patterson” that the “eye is 100 times
more powerful than the ear.” Long pauses in a radio broadcast of
the Harvard-Yale football game, for the announcer to absorb what
was happening, led Benton to conclude that the eye was a thousand
times more powerful than the ear. With that, he began to wonder
how radio advertising, which worked through the ear, could acquire
the qualities of iinmediacy associated with advertising that worked
through the eye. The question was never far from his mind, and, in
the final months of 1926, he had drawn up a radio advertising plan
for the executives of the Batten firm. “It seemed to go over big,” he
wrote his mother afterward, “and we are to go ahead with further
ideas and estimates. If my ideas land a big account for us, it will be
quite a feather in my cap. We are especially interested in landing
the account of the National Broadcasting Company, the kings of
the air, because that account would make us the leading authority,
among agencies, upon radio advertising.” He would have to wait
until he had an advertising agency of his own to put across his ideas,
and the result was something more substantial than a feather in his

cap.
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During the late 1920s, Benton’s friend Gene Tracey was becom-
ing a specialist in the new and rapidly developing radio industry.
In 1929, Tracey told Benton that, with the backing of the Lehman
Brothers investment banking house, he was in the final stage of put-
ting together a fifty-million-dollar merger of radio tube companies
soon to be known as the National Union Radio Corporation. Tracey
would be one of its principal executives, and he wanted Benton to
be its advertising manager. It would mean for Benton several hun-
dred thousand dollars within a few years, since he would get stock
in the enterprise by buying it at the banker’s price.

Benton played for time in the hope of hearing more from Mor-
timer about the Postum account. He thought that in any case he
would ask Tracey if he could take on the advertising of the National
Union Radio Corporation on an agency basis, instead of being tied
directly to the structure of the enterprise. “With this account,” he
wrote to Elma, bringing her abreast of developments, “plus Pos-
tum’s, we will start off with a rush that will resound in every agency
in the country. I am so stecamed up about the possibilities that I
quiver with every step I take.” He admitted in a postscript that both
ideas could “flop.” But he would not be worried if they did. If two
such possibilities could develop in such a short time, it could not be
long before a “real thing” would hit him “squarely in the nose.” He
was sure that his next move would either take him into his own
agency or out of advertising completely and into a new field.

Inearly May he went to New York to meet with Bowles and Ralph
Starr Butler. It was time for Benton to tell Sollitt what was in the
wind. Sollitt was distressed to learn that the young man was seri-
ously considering leaving Lord and Thomas but respected his w ish
to do so. However, would a sharp raise in salary, plus another two
thousand shares of stock, induce him to stay? The answer was that
factors other than money weighed heavily in the balance of the de-
cision Benton would be making.

The meeting in New York with Bowles and Butler went well, as
did a follow-up one in Chicago between Benton and Butler. Butler
made no pledges but said the chances werc “ten to one” that Benton
and Bowles would get at least one of the many accounts he con-
trolled. At the same time, there was an encouraging word from
Tracey. The proposed merger creating the National Union Radio
Corporation was a “98% certainty”; Benton and Bowles could
have the advertising account. The “immediate and substantial”
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billings on this one account would give the agency its “living” for
the balance of 1929, even if they failed to get any new accounts. And
what if everything fell through that Benton had been counting on?
He still felt that he and Bowles “could make a go of things” and
should form a team “without regard to any business in immediate
prospect.”

His mind was made up, and he proceeded to tell Albert Lasker
directly what he had previously told Ralph Sollitt. Benton had
sensed, correctly, that Lasker “despised anyone who worked for
someone else, and secretly admired the man who left him to start
his own business.” Nonetheless, Lasker tried his best to get Benton
to stay. He offered to make him the European manager of Lord and
Thomas with headquarters in London and branch offices all over
the Continent. Lasker would give Benton the Colgate-Palmolive
account for all of Europe and pay him $40,000 a year. If he would
stay in Chicago, Lasker would double his income from $25,000 to
$50,000 a year. “Why, Mr. Lasker,” Benton responded laughingly,
“do you mean to tell me I have been worth $50,000 a year to you
while you have been paying me only $25,000? I thought I was being
overpaid. But I see now that you’ve been taking my money !” Lasker
was momentarily speechless. “Well,”” said he when he finally found
his tongue, “I don’t blame you for wanting to drop out and look
us over. The urge to get into one’s business is not to be denied.”

A key factor in the gamble Benton took was Helen’s attitude to-
ward it—and him. If he wanted to branch out on his own, she was
all for it, though she knew that until the firm of Benton and Bowles
took root, the Bentons would have to live at a “five and dime store”
level. They had secured, sight unseen, a flat of two rooms and kitchen
in a new apartment building at 50 East Tenth Street in New York,
and the $150-a-month rental was twice what they were paying in
Chicago. But there would be no money for anything except for bare
necessities, given the way the new firm of Benton and Bowles would
be financed.

Many of Benton’s friends had offered him capital loans in ex-
change for stock or a percentage of the profits in the projected
new advertising agency, but the offers were refused for a reason
Benton later explained: “Why should a young man give away a
large part of his brain power, motive power and manpower to pay
for initial capital? Why not work harder, spend less, and get along
without the extra money, even if it means a slower start?” No one
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but the two partners invested in the founding of Benton and Bowles.
The total capitalization was $18,000. Bowles put in $13,000 of
which $4,000 was a loan to Benton, and the latter added $5,000 of
the $6,000 he had saved in Chicago. The books thus showed a $9,000
capital investment for each partner.

It meant that Bill and Helen, out of their $6,000 savings in
Chicago would have only $1,000 left for living expenses until such
time as Benton and Bowles would be in a position to pay salaries to
its partners. The way the matter eventually worked out, neither
drew a cent out of the firm for a year. To stay alive during that
period, Benton had to borrow $1,000 from each of three friends:
Galen Van Meter, Gene Tracey, and Arthur Hurd. Helen under-
stood the impending need before it became a reality. Yet far from
looking longingly at the lush salary offer of $50,000 made by
Lasker, she was prepared “to take in washing” if necessary to help
Benton get started in a business of his own.

Benton never “goldbricked” in a job he was about to leave. He
always worked full blast right up to the last minute, and in this case
even more, as he wound up the complex survey he had made for the
Kotex account. He stayed an extra six weeks, working twelve to
sixteen hours a day. The Sollitts and the Colgates, the two couples
who made up virtually the whole of the social life the Bentons had in
Chicago, gave them a farewell party. So did the office staff. “No
company could have treated me better or given me a more splendid
send-off,” Benton informed his mother. “It was quite a contrast
between the good wishes, sincere and genuine which I received from
the broadminded men at L&T—and the nastiness at Batten’s.”

Of all the parting salutes, the one Benton cherished the most came
from Dr. Ernst Mahler, the Vienna-born expert in cellulose chem-
istry who had invented both Kotex sanitary napkins and Kleenex
and was the chairman of International Celucotton Products Com-
pany. The major consumer research survey Benton had recently
completed for that company was in Dr. Mahler’s mind at the ex-
change of farewell handshakes. “Young man,” said he to Benton,
“T hate to see you go. I consider you the world’s greatest authority
on the sanitary napkin.” This remark was a diverting contrast to

A

some observations Benton found in two letters waiting for him in
New York upon his arrival, following a motor trip east with Helen.
The first letter was from his Aunt Mary, then in B’hamdoun,
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Lebanon. She had been kept informed of her nephew’s progress in
Lord and Thomas, and of his move to New York. She knew little
and cared less about advertising and she was perhaps the last per-
son on earth who would be impressed had she been told that her
nephew was “the world’s greatest authority on the sanitary nap-
kin.” Yet when she heard through Elma that Benton was leaving
Lord and Thomas to start an advertising agency of his own in New
York, she wrote from B’hamdoun to congratulate him on his “cour-
age in facing the challenge of a big city.” She had something else
on her mind. She wished him great success—and hoped his success
would mean that he could take care of a matter she put to him as

follows:

Few things in my life have made me feel more deeply the
reality of spiritual things as the reality of life itself in all its
forms—great or small. I feel it keenly here in this little village,
and in the little Benton School. Don’t let’s falter or waver in
keeping this little school alive. It is tremendously worthwhile.
I wish you could see it all and feel the devotion of this village
to the memory of my parents—your grandparents’—conse-
crated lives. That devotion inspires and fills the feeling of the
people for the school and for our family. In being here I have
felt in a very peculiar way as if I were representative of all of
us. How often they say how much they wish other members of
the family might come! Of no one more do they express the
wish than of you, Billie, though they know of you only because
of what Hattie and I have told them. Yet they look for your
coming because you bear the Benton family name, your grand-
father’s name, and stand for the young generation.

The second letter awaiting Benton in New York was from his
grandfather Daniel Webster Hixson, now eighty-six, living in Los
Angeles, and in his own words “going strong.” He warmed to his
subject by observing that he had voted in “17 presidential elec-
tions,” that the first vote was cast for Abraham Lincoln, and that
he was now the last survivor in Co. C of the 303d Iowa Infantry.
Then he came to his grandson’s new venture. He had heard that
Benton was “‘engaged in a big enterprise” and would be very busy
until he got on a solid footing. He was not worried about the state
of his grandson’s soul. All he wanted to do was to strike a warning
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note about the state of his grandsen’s pocket, based on a half-
forgotten experience from the past: “I think of the time when Ben
Irien stood you and Dan on your heads and captured your two
knives that your Uncle Ed had presented you with. Don’t let any-
body stand you on your head.”



B&B

The idea of eventually “retiring from business” was’ fixed in Ben-
ton’s mind even before Benton and Bowles had a single client signed
up. When the firm was formed Bowles agreed to buy Benton’s stock
if Benton and Bowles prospered, so that Benton would be at liberty
to “enter other fields.” This was a verbal agreement, but Benton’s
confidence that Bowles would honor the pledge was one of the rea-
sons why he chose Bowles as a fifty-fifty partner—though Benton
was much farther advanced in the advertising business. Bowles later
said that he did not hesitate to enter such an agreement because he
felt the day would never come when Benton would want to leave busi-
ness. “At that time,” he recalled, “and for a long time afterward,
I misjudged him completely, or rather, I misjudged the extent of
the influence his mother had in shaping his fundamental outlook on
life.”

Benton and Bowles opened for business in a $6,200-a-year office
at Forty-second Street and Lexington Avenue, on 15 July 1929.
That week, the Wall Street indices reached a peak never regained
until World War II. Only a handful of squint-eyed prophets could
see that the stock market was headed for the great crash, and not
even the dourest pessimists could begin to imagine what the Great
Depression would be like. Benton himself later remarked that if he
had had any idea that, three months after the firm of Benton and
Bowles got under way, the American economy would seem to be
about to expire, he might have lacked the courage to go into business
on his own. “A man,” said he, “is often fortunate because he can’t
foresee the future.”

Ralph Starr Butler, the advertising manager for what had be-
come General Foods, was a believer in the “young man” theory of
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business—even before the great crash forced other executives to
look for sources of fresh ideas. In taking a chance on the combina-
tion of Benton and Bowles, he gave them two accounts, Hellman’s
Mayonnaise and Certo, a pectin extract used in making jellies. The
advertising for each brand amounted to three to four hundred thou-
sand dollars a year, and the commissions to Benton and Bowles were
estimated at around one hundred thousand.

The immediate problem, however, was for the agency to finance a
staff and stay alive until the firm received its first commissions.
Benton had borrowed $30,000 from a bank, and in March 1930,
shortly before the first commissions were due, the bank asked him
for a financial statement. He produced one showing that Benton
and Bowles was insolvent, even when all its secondhand furniture
and fixtures were valued at full purchase price. The firm managed
to pay off the loan in midsummer, but this was the low point in its
financial history. It faced many problems after that, but the main
problems were those incident to expansion.

It is beyond the purpose of this narrative to detail everything
that happened at Benton and Bowles. It is enough to stress five key
elements in the early success of the company, beginning with the
fact that the economic crisis forced corporations to reexamine their
advertising policies and to welcome new ideas. New ideas brought
creative men to the fore in place of the old-line account executives.
This was true not only of men like Benton and Bowles. It was true
of other young men who had been originally trained as copywriters.
Now they founded their own advertising agencies or were put in
key positions in existing agencies—and they have continued to
dominate the world of advertising to the present day.

A second element in the success of Benton and Bowles was Ben-
ton’s introduction into New York of the consumer research surveys
he had accidentally devised at Lord and Thomas in Chicago. The
surveys, despite their rough shape, gave client prospects the hope
of being more “scientific” in deciding how to sell and advertise in a
market with drastically curtailed consumer purchasing power. Be-
cause of the shoestring financing of Benton and Bowles, there was
no money to hire a staff to conduct the original surveys, and the
foot work was largely done by Bill and Helen Benton and Judy
Bowles. It was Benton who then translated the results of the inter-
views into charts and advertising plans to be presented to clients
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and prospects, with Bowles doing most of the creative work in the
actual preparation of the advertising.

The surveys still make fascinating reading, as exemplified by
one General Foods ordered when considering a merger with the Na-
tional Biscuit Company. Since the survey reached no conclusions
and made no recommendations, Benton titled it objectively: “Some
Aspects of the Biscuit Business.” “Some aspects” turned out to be
a book-long report with two hundred charts, all of which made the
point that the biscuit business was infinitely subtle, romantic, chal-
lenging. When General Foods backed away from the merger it was
contemplating, Benton used the knowledge he had acquired about
some aspects of the business to solicit the advertising accounts
of both the National Biscuit Company and the Loose-Wiles Bis-
cuit Company. He came close to getting the latter, but not close
enough.

Special surveys made for Lehman Brothers brought the firm of
Benton and Bowles the account of the Adolph Goebel Company, a
manufacturer of prepared meats such as frankfurters, and the
account of the Helena Rubinstein Cosmetic Company. But these
were short-lived. The Goebel Company, caught in the depression,
felt it could not afford to maintain its advertising. As for the other
account, it had been secured while Lehman Brothers still controlled
the company after Helena Rubinstein sold it to the public at the
height of the boom. Then when the depression knocked down the
price of its shares to a few cents, Madame Rubinstein turned
around, bought back a controlling interest in the enterprise, kicked
out the banker’s representatives, and, for extra measure, dismissed
Benton and Bowles as the advertising agent for the firm. To the loss
of these two accounts originally secured through Lehman Brothers,
there was added the loss of the account of the new National Union
Radio Corporation, in which Lehman Brothers also had an interest.
The loss in that case was due partly to the fact that the corpora-
tion was badly battered by the depression, and partly because of a
corporate shakeup which brought in a new management with its own
preferred advertising agency.

These were costly losses in time and energy in the early years of
Benton and Bowles, when the short-handed partners could least
afford wasted motions. But the losses were offset by gains in a dif-
ferent area. The fact that the vastly respected Paul Mazur of
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Lehman Brothers was willing to use “youngsters” like Benton and
Bowles to handle the advertising of companies in trouble, companies
in which the bankers had a major interest, enhanced the standing
of Benton and Bowles in the eyes of men such as Colby Chester, the
head of General Foods. More about this later.

The surveys Benton introduced into the New York advertising
world remained an eye-catching novelty for two or three years.
They later dimmed in importance when Raymond Rubicam, the
creative head of one of the most admired newer agencies of the day,
thought of turning to the academic world for help. At Northwestern
University on the edge of Chicago he found a young sociologist
named George Gallup, who was perfecting techniques for polling
public opinion. Rubicam engaged Gallup to conduct surveys for his
agency, and the practice slowly spread to other agencies, altering
the whole character of the advertising business. Benton, in retro-
spect, was critical of his own failure to think of turning to uni-
versity-trained scholars. “My failure,” he said, “seems all the more
odd since I was quite literally born into the academic world. Yet it
simply had never occurred to me that anyone at any university was
working on any project of any kind that had even a remote bearing
on what I was doing in business.”

The third and fourth elements in the success of Benton and
Bowles were closely related to the rise of the radio. Benton had
learned in Chicago that the new medium, barely touched by the old
advertising agencies, offered vast scope for inventive new advertis-
ing format. Aided by the sensational success of the “Amos ’n’ Andy”
show, he converted Bowles. Both were equal to the task of invention.
In fact, once converted, Bowles became one of the most brilliantly
imaginative men in the history of radio up to that time. So much
so that Benton and Bowles soon emerged as the leader of the revolu-
tion in radio advertising, and in doing so came to dominate radio
entertainment in the mid-1930s.

Benton, however, did not confine his thoughts only to the relation-
ship between his agency and radio. In March 1930, at the request
of Paul Mazur, he prepared a long memorandum on radio broad-
casting in general, and the direction its development should take. It
was crammed with suggestions which were radical at the time—and
still are. Among others, Benton suggested that there should be dif-
ferent kinds of broadcasting networks specializing in different
offerings. One, for example, would offer music all the time—an idea
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later expressed in FM radio, and in Benton’s own subsequent inven-
tion of “subscription radio.” He suggested that radio advertising
should be sold as in magazines ; the networks instead of the advertis-
ing agencies would do the programing and would sell advertising
“spots” in the programs. This idea was eventually to find expression
in “commercial” television in Great Britain, and increasingly in
television in the United States. When these and other suggestions
were presented to Paul Mazur back in March 1930, he pronounced
them “sensational,” and showed the Benton memorandum to David
Sarnoff, the head of NBC-RCA. Nothing more was heard from
Sarnoff on the subject. Yet one can trace from this memorandum
Benton’s interest, continuing to the present day, in trying to change
the structure of radio (and later television) as an instrument of
mass communication.

Precisely because the firm of Benton and Bowles was a laboratory
for novel experiments, with a measure of failures as well as spec-
tacular successes, it attracted some of the ablest young men then
working in American advertising. Several left well-established po-
sitions with larger agencies in order to share the excitement at Ben-
ton and Bowles. They gave the firm a reputation for invention and
versatility, both illustrated in the presentations made by the firm
in bids for new business.

Many associates saw a fifth element in the early success of the
agency in Benton’s exceptional physical capacity to carry a heavy
work load over many months, and his tenacity in pursuing any ob-
jective he set for himself. Like other young men on Madison Avenue,
he dreamed of getting a big account—then defined as a million dol-
lars a year or more in billings—at a single stroke. But the way he
actually won his objectives was by nibbling off a small account from
a large one serviced by a major agency, then expanding the nibble
into biting off the whole account. His success in winning business
away from old and large agencies—and his later success with other
enterprises at which big companies had faltered or failed—lent
credence to a theory he advanced:

Every great corporation is struggling with many failures
buried down in its soft underbelly, failures which are waiting
to be developed by enterprise and initiative, or failures waiting
to be competed with by men who have initiative and original

ideas. If I were again a young man, therefore, and if my aim
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was to get rich, I would look for the soft underbellies of the big
corporations and begin to compete with them at that point.
I am not talking about big corporations that have monopolies
like the Commonwealth Edison Company. You don’t compete
with monopolies when you are a young man, even though you
try to create and own them when you get older. But as a young
man, I would look for the soft spots in the business structure
of the great non-monopolistic corporations, and start my own
business in one or another of these areas.

Nine months after Benton and Bowles had been launched, the firm
moved into new quarters at 5 East Forty-fifth Street. The Great
Depression was hourly cutting deeper into the life of the nation.
Benton felt, however, that now that his agency was receiving its first
commissions from its billings on the General Foods accounts—
along with a small account through Bowles’s connections with the
Squibb Company—it had weathered the worst. At the same time,
his thoughts about his personal life found expression in a letter he
wrote to his mother on 31 March 1930:

This is my last day in my 20’s. Quite a gripping thought.

I am wondering again about my choice of a business or pro-
fession. Advertising by no means completely satisfies me. It is
too transitory, ephemeral, unsubstantial. But I am sure I far
prefer it to the law, toward which you tried to head me. The
law, it seems to me, is even less constructive. Certainly but few
lawyers are really productive. The one advantage of the law is
that it might have led into politics, which I am sure I would
thoroughly enjoy.

Most of my thoughts about myself today, as in all days, are
fixed on the future. Even in such thoughts I do not project
myself far ahead. I think about “next year” often; seldom
about “where do I go from here?” I believe our agency will be
reasonably prosperous, perhaps very much so. My problem
within a few years will very probably be to find men to bring
into the firm who can buy me out and carry on the business.
For such thoughts as I do direct to the distant future, five or
ten years removed, revolve around my retiring from business
with an income of $15,000 or $20,000 a year to devote myself
to some other form of activity. Just what form, I can’t decide,
and the lack of a definite objective may slacken my pace.
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Well—there’s lots of time to decide. Maybe you’ll get some
bright ideas—I haven’t had time to think about the subject for
two years and probably won’t for another two or five.

He had other things to think about beginning in July of that
year. First he learned from Helen that, if all went well, he would
have an heir in February 1931. “Hope to raise a big family,” the
expectant father excitedly wrote Elma. At the same time, he ex-
pressed his concern that his mother might further impair her health
trying to guide Hosmer Hall through the economic depression which
drastically curtailed student enrollments in the school. “You ought
to plan on retiring by no later than the end of the school year
ahead,” he observed. “Our business is now in sufficiently good shape
so that I can buy an annuity for you which will be ample for as long
as you live. You can give up the school any time you want to. You
have done so much for me, it’s about time you let me look after you.”
The advice and the offer, once again, were shelved at the receiving
end.

Meanwhile in anticipation of the birth of a child, the Bentons
moved into a more spacious apartment located on Ninth Street.
Here, among other things, Helen converted an extra room into an
office for her husband. The expected child, a son, was born on 13
February 1931, and the father’s first reactions underlined his pre-
occupation with brand names—even in the case of the infant. Thus
to Elma:

February 17, 1931

No name has as yet been decided on, and we haven’t talked
about names much. Helen seems to favor the name Charles
William, partly because it was father’s name. I have absolutely
put my foot down on having any Juniors in the family. In fact,
I have decided that there are about fifteen good names, all of
which are perfectly all right and none of which makes much
difference. George, Ralph, Robert, Thomas, Henry—what
difference do the names make anyway?

March 5, 1931
Do you know what lay behind the selection of father’s name
Charles? Was this a family name? Where did it come from
anyway? Probably the William was taken from his father.
Somehow Charles seems a hard name to handle. I don’t like
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Charlie very well and Charles sounds too darned dignified. Too
darn dignified for a seven pound mite of a human being.

Year after year dropped away, and still the father pondered the
question of names until at last, thirty-three years after Charles was
born, Benton appeared to have reached a definite conclusion about
at least a few things. “I am named after my grandfather, William,
whom I do not resemble,” he wrote Charles seemingly out of the blue,
“because I take after my mother. You were named after your grand-
father Charles William, whom you do not resemble, because you
take after your mother.”

After the birth of Charles, despite the creation of an office in the
Ninth Street apartment, Benton generally arrived early in the
morning at Benton and Bowles, where a crush of middle-aged un-
employed advertising men were applying for jobs, along with a
crush of bright young men fresh out of Harvard, Yale, and Prince-
ton. Once he had moved through the gauntlet of their despair, he
would work steadily until 7:00 in the evening, mostly out of the
office. Arriving home, he would play briefly with Charles, then dine
alone with Helen. Promptly at 8:30 .M. he retired to the office in
his apartment, where he dictated rapidly into an Ediphone a sus-
tained stream of suggestions, comments, criticisms and complaints.
At 1:00 a.M. he stopped and went to bed. The only regular break in
this standard routine was between 7:30 p.m. on Saturday and 3:00
p.M. on Sunday, when he did not work.

During one of Benton’s few dictating sessions in his Benton and
Bowles office, Edward V. Hale, a Yale classmate working at the
agency, pushed open Benton’s office door and found him dictating
at top speed. Benton looked up at his friend, nodded, and continued
dictating—until Hale pointed a finger at him and at the Ediphone.
“Put down that lethal weapon!” he cried. The Ediphone, Benton
admitted, sometimes was a lethal weapon. It could plunge cutting
words into souls. Sometimes justice was on his side, sometimes on the
side of his victim. In any case, the secretaries who transcribed the
dictation and the office managers who routed the memos felt they
could tell at what hour of the night each memo had been dictated.
In the early evening his dictation tended to have an easy conversa-
tional tone and if meant to perform a surgical operation on an asso-
ciate would first sedate him with injections of compliments and
thanks for small things. But as the night wore on and Benton began
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to fight the clock in the face of unfinished work, the anesthetizing
compliments grew less frequent, and, by midnight, vanished. He
rarely disliked anyone personally, at least not for long. Yet his
critical memos sometimes bore down painfully hard on the nerves
of his associates.

The knowledgeable women he chose as his office managers—
Bertha Tallman in Benton and Bowles days, and Anne Cronin today
in his New York headquarters—sometimes stalled the routing of
his more lethal memos until they were sure that his past-midnight
sharpness was his firm conviction the next morning. In response to
their questions, he occasionally softened or discarded a midnight
assault.

Apart from the factor of weariness, the brusqueness which some-
times marked Benton’s words to his associates may have been condi-
tioned over the years by the manner of his correspondence with his
mother. They could say sharply caustic things to each other with-
out bringing into question their mutual devotion. This habit of
mind made for moral fearlessness in Benton. But it also made for
hurt feelings among business associates. Transposed later into a
political context, it once led Benton’s friend and adviser, Mrs.
Anna Rosenberg (now Mrs. Paul Hoffman), to tell her plan to
help Benton’s political career. She would place in his Senate office a
discriminating agent who would censor every syllable he spoke or
wrote.

In early 1931, the deepening depression, a drought, and an en-
counter with Senator Robert M. La Follette, Jr., all stirred in
Benton the memories of his own early poverty, the bleak Montana
homestead, and the political loyalties of his grandfather Daniel
Webster Hixson. He wrote his grandfather about the meeting with
Senator La Follette, and the grandfather in turn wrote back to say
how pleased he was that Bill had come to know the son of “Fighting
Bob” Sr. “That is the winning crowd if this country is to continue,”
he said. “Big business can’t do anything about the economic crisis.
Certainly big business and the newspapers hollering that everything
is all right won’t do it. Big business forced the money out of the
pockets of the masses and now they complain of over-production
because people can’t buy. What will the harvest be? I fear very
troublous times ahead.”

Other signs of the times were visible to Benton personally when in
the early summer of 1931 he went to New Haven in early June for
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the decennial reunion of his Yale class. Of an original 250 members
in Yale 21, less than 60 members attended the reunion—a com-
mentary on the fact that few could afford the cost of a trip to New
Haven. Significantly, too, unlike former reunions, there were no
longer any clusters around the heroes of undergraduate days or
those who had made “killings” in stocks and bonds or those who had
gone to work for the most prestigious banks and corporations. The
star of this reunion of Yale 21 was Robert Maynard Hutchins,
Benton’s debating teammate at Yale. In the decade that had
passed, Hutchins had taught for a year and a half in a prepara-
tory school, married Maude Phelps McVeigh, a talented artist,
returned to New Haven at age twenty-three to become the secretary
of the Yale Corporation while completing law school. He was sub-
sequently appointed to the law faculty and went on to become the
youngest dean in the history of Yale’s law school. Then in 1929, at
the age of thirty, he became the president of the University of Chi-
cago. By 1930, he was presiding over the launching of the “New
Plan,” representing a basic change in the content, organization,
and administration of undergraduate education. With the help of
his friend, Professor Mortimer Adler, whom he had brought to
Chicago from Columbia, he was also beginning his march toward a
goal that was nothing less than a sweeping revolution in American
higher learning.

At the decennial reunion of Yale °21, Benton’s estimate of Hutch-
ins had little to do with the latter’s growing impact on the world of
higher education. What interested him far more was the fact that
Hutchins was the only member of the class who had attained na-
tional renown far beyond the limited kind attained by, for example,
the theatrical producer Jed Harris. It was already being said of
Hutchins that he was one among several young men under forty
who had “a good chance of being President of the United States
some day.”

Benton himself was on the threshold of a major development in
his own line of business. It began with an error of judgment General
Foods had made at the time it bought Hellman’s Mayonnaise. May-
onnaise, a perishable product, was distributed by truck, and the
distributors were small locally owned and locally run businesses.
General Foods, however, worked to develop a direct-to-store truck
delivery system, modeled on the Standard Brands system used to -
deliver Fleischman’s Yeast. To this end, the company bought the
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small distributors along with Hellman’s Mayonnaise. Instead of
benefiting from the skilled management of local distributors, there-
fore, it now had to rely on salaried employees. Also, as Benton saw
clearly because he used to ride the delivery trucks in Brooklyn as
part of his “surveys,” the whole distribution system was disinte-
grating. He thus began to write strong reports about the whole
matter, and the reports soon reached Colby Chester of General
Foods and his top associates.

Shocked by what they read, they were prodded into making inde-
pendent inquiries which massively confirmed the truth of what
Benton had to say. Then they got in touch with the Gold Dust Cor-
poration, the owner of Best Foods. While Hellman’s was the largest
distributor of mayonnaise east of the Mississippi, Best Foods was
an even larger distributor of the product in the extensive, salad-
eating region from Kansas City west to California. Colby Chester
and his associates at General Foods made a deal whereby they turned
over the Hellman business to the Gold Dust subsidiary, Best Foods,
for a 30 percent stock interest in the latter company.

Benton, who had set in motion the forces which produced this
result, had reason to be alarmed by his own effectiveness. There was
a clear and present danger that the take-over would mean that
Benton and Bowles would lose the Hellman account. Benton hastily
called on Colby Chester to explain the predicament, and the latter
did more than just sympathize with the young man. Chester called
on Randolph Catlin, president of the Gold Dust Corporation, and
urged that Benton and Bowles be retained as the advertising agency
for Hellman’s after its sale to Best Foods. Catlin replied: “You
know a lot more about advertising than we do and have had much
more experience with it than we have. If you recommend Benton
and Bowles, we’ll take them as our agency and give them the entire
account of Best Foods.” This included Nucoa, the leading oleo-
margarine, then made out of coconut oil. Following his meeting
with Catlin, Chester happily called Benton and told him to go over
to Best Foods and pick up what was lying in wait for him. This was
the only piece of business Benton and Bowles ever got through a
middleman. But the agency did so well with it that Jay Gould, the
president of Best Foods, became an enthusiastic supporter of Ben-
ton and Bowles, and the enthusiasm spread throughout the Gold
Dust corporate structure—and back into General Foods. Gold
Dust later gave the advertising agency the account for the Stan-
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dard Milling Company, the third largest flour company in America.
All told, Best Foods and other Gold Dust products amounted to
two million dollars in billings in addition to the General Foods Certo
account.

The second step in the new development in Benton and Bowles
business was foreshadowed in September 1931 when Colby Chester
entrusted Benton with a highly sensitive special mission. General
Foods was disturbed by the impact of chain store private brands
on its own brand-name products, such as Maxwell House Coffee,
Minute Tapioca, Walter Baker’s Chocolate, Post Toasties, Log
Cabin Syrup, and so on. Many of these products in predepression
days had been sold at wide profit margins on the strength of demand
created by their enormous advertising. But as the depression grew
worse, chain stores such as A&P hammered away much harder with
their private brands at greatly reduced prices. The first reaction of
brand-name manufacturers was to maintain or even increase ad-
vertising appropriations, but as the inroads of the private brands
on the consumer market grew, Colby Chester asked Benton to visit
the heads of the fifteen largest manufacturer-advertisers in the
grocery field. He was to get them to agree to a meeting to discuss
their common problem of chain store competition. Many of the
manufacturer-advertisers Benton was to visit did not know each
other. They had never thought of themselves as an “industry”
selling through the grocery trade. The flour-milling industry had
its trade association, the soap and canning industries had theirs,
but there was no overarching general group.

Benton’s assignment meant four weeks of travel around the coun-
try, featuring among other things the “thrill” of a twenty-five-
hour transcontinental flight from Chicago to San Francisco. These
flights were but two years old and were still considered “danger-
ous.” But as Benton wrote to his mother afterwards: “I expect to
die young, and shall always feel that the exhilarating life I have led
is well worth the shortened years. No form of dullness could be of
value merely because of added longevity. To be worried is to be
active. All the creators in life have spent most of their time worry-
ing.” He was particularly pleased that the trip to the Pacific coast,
his first by any mode of transport, gave him a chance to bring gifts
to his grandfather, to his aunt, and to other kinsmen. He also
brought some knowledge back with him which had thus far escaped
the notice of most easterners. In California, he saw his first super-
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market, his first pineboard drugstore, his first drive-in restaurant—
merchandising innovations which were to sweep from California
eastward to the Atlantic coast.

In discharging his mission for Colby Chester, Benton brought
the fifteen leaders of brand-name grocery items together for two
meetings and acted as general secretary of the group. From Ben-
ton’s standpoint, the results of the discussions were less important
than the fact that Chester, by entrusting the mission to him, was
again emphasizing his high regard for the advertising firm. There
could be a tangible payoff in future accounts for Benton and
Bowles, a prospect which materialized on Benton’s thirty-second
birthday when he was asked to come to the General Foods office to
meet with Ralph Butler, the advertising manager, and Clarence
Francis, the sales manager.

The two men put a question to Benton. They were prepared to
offer him roughly half of the General Foods billings then being
handled by Erwin, Wasey. But did he think Benton and Bowles could
do justice to an influx of business which would almost treble the
size of their agency? The billings included Maxwell House Coffee,
Walter Baker’s Chocolate, and Post Toasties. The other half of
the General Food billings, except for the Certo account which Ben-
ton and Bowles already had, was then in the hands of Young and
Rubicam. When Benton candidly answered that he didn’t think his
agency was ready as yet to do justice to all of the Erwin, Wasey
accounts, Butler and Francis advanced an alternate plan, involving
Atherton Hobler.

Hobler had a 20 percent partnership interest in Erwin, Wasey,
besides being the agency’s principal representative on the General
Foods account. If Hobler were brought into Benton and Bowles as
a partner on mutually satisfactory terms, the young agency might
be strong enough to handle all the new business in prospect. Hobler,
an older and very experienced man, would bring many stabilizing
elements to Benton and Bowles. At the same time, he could do a
better job servicing the General Foods accounts he was handling
at Erwin, Wasey, by being emancipated from the troubles he was
having with his two senior partners in the latter agency. Saying
all this, Butler and Francis made one more point clear to Benton.
If he and Bowles balked at the proposal to make Hobler a partner,
Benton and Bowles would still get half of the General Foods busi-
ness under discussion, but Francis and Butler were prepared to
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marry Hobler to some other agency, with a “dowry” of the other
half of Erwin, Wasey’s five million dollars in General Foods billings.
Thus Butler and Francis put all their cards on the table. Subse-
quently, after visits with Hobler, Benton responded favorably, as
did Bowles ; a deal was consummated and Hobler joined Benton and
Bowles with a full one-third partnership.

During the partnership negotiations, Hobler was told nothing
about Benton’s hopeful plan to retire from the advertising business
some day, or of his verbal agreement with Bowles in 1929 about
buying him out when the time for retirement had arrived. Should
Benton have told him during the negotiations, instead of waiting
until December 19347 The question was to become the subject of a
major dispute between Benton and Hobler. In 1934 Hobler was
sharply critical of Benton’s lack of ¢andor back in the spring of
1932, and he had a very strong case. On the other side, however,
there were respectable reasons why Benton could not reveal his
future hopes when he was negotiating the partnership arrangement.
He barely knew Hobler at the time. Moreover, he faced in him a
potential rival at General Foods. If he revealed that he was thinking
of retiring some day from Benton and Bowles he would undermine
the stability of the firm’s existing relations with General Foods.
Further, how could he say with certainty that his personal plans
for the future were more than the hopeful dreams of a young man
who had just turned thirty-two? How could he know, amid a deep-
ening depression, that he would in fact reach a point where he could
make those hopeful dreams come true? Whether he could make the
decision to retire rested in large part on the future stability of the
firm, and this he could not prejudge.

Soon after Hobler joined Benton and Bowles and the five million
dollars in additional General Foods billings was placed in the hands
of the firm, the partners jointly made a startling recommendation
to General Foods: that its advertising appropriation on Maxwell
House Coffee be greatly reduced—along with the price of the prod-
uct—in order to make the price more competitive with the growing
private brands of the chain stores. They recommended that most of
the reduced budget be channeled into the relatively new medium of
radio. General Foods accepted the advice, which was carried out
with spectacular results for all parties concerned.

For Maxwell House, Benton and Bowles launched a pioneering
full-hour radio show, “The Maxwell House Show Boat.” It quickly
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The Montana homestead about 1915. Beside the porch is the hogshead in
which young Benton dragged water by stoneboat from a spring.
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The William Benton family near the end of his Senate days. From left:
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Benton dictating in the library of his home in Southport in 1943. A colleague
once challenged him to “put down that lethal weapon.” (Photograph by
Herbert Gehr, LIFE Magazine, © Time Inc.)




The Bentons and their son John in Moscow, 1955
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became the greatest radio hit since “Amos ’n’ Andy,” and won an
important place in the history of radio advertising because of its
many innovations, now commonplace. At the time, however, they
were bold inventive strokes. They included the first use of live audi-
ences and the first cueing of audiences with placards reading
“rLavucH” or “APPLAUD.” The ‘“‘commercials” were also something
new. Previously, during “a pause for commercial announcement,” a
voice “from the sponsor” would read a few paragraphs of adver-
tising. “Show Boat” changed this. The actors drank coffee, smacked
their lips, and tinkled their cups to give listening audiences around
the country an acoustical substitute for what their eyes could not
see. This device to enliven the commercials culminated in the “sing-
ing commercial.” Within a year after the “Maxwell House Show
Boat” went on the air, sales of Maxwell House coffee increased by
85 percent. The show itself for several years held the first place in
the ranking of radio programs, providing the model for two other
hit shows which Benton and Bowles launched—ZFred Allen’s “Town
Hall Tonight,” and the “Palmolive Beauty Box.” These three, all
going simultaneously when Benton retired from the advertising
business, were three of radio’s four shows with the largest audiences.

While there were bright developments for Benton in his business
interests, in 1932 there were successive sorrows in his family life. He
and Helen wanted more children, but there had been a miscarriage.
The consequences were not known to them at the time, but no
children other than Charles would be born to them. Their two daugh-
ters and younger son would come through adoption.

Also in 1932 Benton’s grandfather Daniel Hixson died in Los
Angeles. The last letters of this Civil War veteran who had voted
for Abraham Lincoln were volleys of verbal cannonballs at another
Republican president. In Hixson’s impassioned view, Herbert
Hoover’s floundering response to the Great Depression had left
“the defenses of the Federal Union wide open to the destructive gal-
lop of the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse.” On that embattled
note the old man breathed his last. Fifteen hundred dollars repre-
sented what was left of the original Orr estate that had come under
his own mismanagement when his wife inherited it. Of his three chil-
dren, who divided the estate, Edwin in Seattle and Capitola in Los
Angeles could not afford the trip to Burlington, Iowa, where he was
to be buried. Elma, closer by in Saint Louis, arranged the last rites.
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Out of her $500 share of the estate, she bought Benton a wrist
watch—his first—as a posthumous remembrance of his grand-
father.

Late in 1932 it seemed that Elma herself would be taken away
by death when she suffered an acute heart attack. Benton flew to
Saint Louis to impose his will on her as decisively as she had once
imposed hers on him when he refused to go back to Shattuck. His
object was to get his mother “out of school.” He told her that the
carnings of Benton and Bowles, which had doubled over what they
were in 1931, enabled him to create a fund for her use. She could do
what she liked with her own savings. But the fund itself, based on
10 percent of his own Benton and Bowles stock, would produce
enough dividends to keep her in comfort and build up a sizable
estate at the same time. Should the dividend payment drop, he would
make up the difference from his own pocket. She must swallow her
pride and accept the arrangement. She was making a vice out of
her brave and desperate attempts to keep a costly institution like
Hosmer Hall going when the depression made it impossible for for-
merly affluent parents to send their girls to expensive schools. She
could not create sources of tuition herself. She was digging her own
grave by attempting the inpossible. Her health was in a perilous
condition, and she owed it to herself and to the school to take a
year’s leave of absence to regain her strength and to decide if she
ever wanted to return to Hosmer Hall.

Elma was still full of fight, but this time it was her son’s will that
prevailed. When his mother was well enough to move about, he sent
her to Florida for the winter. In the spring he brought her back to
New York for a stay before she sailed to meet Aunt Mary Benton
in Majorca, then on with Mary to Spain and England. Benton had
already begun quietly to contribute to the support of Aunt Mary,
whose eyesight was failing, and the European trip was his gift to
her as well as to his mother. The two ex-teachers, each with her own
physical affliction, still made perfect traveling companions because
of the lively intellectual interests they shared. It was on this trip
that Elina decided not to return to Hosmer Hall.!

Meanwhile, there had been the 1932 presidential victory of

1What she had meant to the depression-plagued school became clear after
she resigned. The trustees in 1935 voted to close the doors of Hosmer Hall for
good, and they gave its very valuable property and installations to Wash-
ington University in Saint Louis.
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Franklin D. Roosevelt, the final collapse of the old order, Roose-
velt’s inauguration, and the advent of the New Deal and its reforms.
Benton still regarded himself as a “political independent,” but just
as he had voted for Davis and Smith in 1924 and 1928, he had voted
for Roosevelt in 1932. His reports to his mother in Europe were
full of enthusiasm for Roosevelt’s experiments in trying to “re-
build the social system on a saner, more just basis.” The reports
were also full of predictions that Roosevelt’s almost universal pop-
ularity and support would be short-lived. “Within another month
or six weeks,” Benton observed to Elma in a note of 1 September
1933, “we will begin to see Roosevelt splattered by the mud that will
be hurled at him plentifully and vigorously.” His historical impor-
tance “is likely to be buried under a lot of criticism, trouble and
general commotion.”

Indeed Benton’s principal clients at Benton and Bowles would be
at the forefront of the “criticism, trouble and general commotion”
in opposition to Roosevelt and the New Deal.

Elma’s replies from Europe were in a different vein. After years
of toil, skimping, and saving in order to meet family needs, she
found it hard to believe that her “extravagant” son had really
placed her on easy street. It seemed all the more improbable when
she contrasted her own leisurely trip through Europe with the
mental pictures she carried with her of the depression-stricken
scenes she had left behind in the United States and saw duplicated
in the poverty of Spain and England. More, it seemed downright
immoral that her son had arranged matters with his bank so that
his mother in Europe could automatically draw from it any amount
of money she wanted. The prudent and moral thing for her would
be to continue, as before, to watch her nickels, else she would be
left destitute when “Billie the Provider” had his inevitable great fall.

This sense of impending financial doom grew more acute with
each succeeding letter to her son. He could only calm her down by
outshouting her:

December 3, 1933
The thought of your worrying about the sums of money I
have placed at your disposal absolutely makes me sick at heart.
If there is one thing above everything else which I want to do,
and which gives me pleasure in my business, it is the feeling
that you can live in real comfort, on a scale far better than
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you ever expected. I want you to stay at better hotels, to enter-
tain more freely, to see if you can figure out ways to double the
amount of money you’re spending. If you can do that com-
fortably and pleasantly, I’ll take more pleasure out of it than
almost anything else. And I’ll feel better about the results
which have come to me personally in the building of this busi-
ness.

December 15, 1933

What the devil am I doing all this work for anyway? Why
should I work nights and weekends in a blue fever in an effort
to keep our business successful and growing—and in doing all
this really be making a tremendous sum of money, tremendous
at least judged by any standard in the Benton family hereto-
fore—why should I be doing this, I repeat, with you worrying
about $50 and living on an average expenditure of about $125
a month? It turns my blood cold to think of your denying
yourself anything, when I have repeatedly begged you to take
full advantage of what I have arranged for you financially.
I am sacrificing nothing. Why, then, do you insist on denying
me the right to find some pleasure in my work because that work
provides the means for making life more pleasurable for you?

The “tremendous sum of money” Benton alluded to, grew out of
a doubling in 1933 of Benton and Bowles earnings of 1932—which
in turn were double what they had been in 1931. For in addition to
its new accounts with Best Foods and General Foods, it had en-
larged its standing with Bristol Myers by securing from that source
the Sal Hepatica account in addition to the previously secured
account for Peterman’s Insecticide. Many other companies offered
their accounts to Benton and Bowles only to be rejected because
of a policy that was then unique in American advertising. Benton
and Bowles chose to concentrate on a few food and drug accounts
whose products had a market even in a depression and which
promised high average billings per client. Benton astonished a U.S.
Steel representative by turning down his account, saying, “Your
company looks big on Wall Street, but Bristol Myers looks a lot
bigger to me.” His words had a flippant ring, but Benton and his
partners knew that high-quality advertising made little difference
to U.S. Steel, but was a life and death matter to Bristol Myers.
If the latter company grew and prospered because effective adver-
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tising had been prepared for it by Benton and Bowles, then the
agency would grow and prosper proportionately.

An accumulation of detailed knowledge about the food and drug
business, moreover, was the equivalent of money in the bank for
the Benton and Bowles agency. It could be drawn on at will, whereas
many small new accounts in many fields would have meant time and
energy lost in learning the ABCs of each product; also, by limiting
itself to a few advertisers in the same general area of business,
Benton and Bowles would not need a large staff. It could offer finan-
cial inducements that could attract to the agency’s relatively small
staff some of the most talented men in American advertising.

The place even attracted—for a different reason—no less a figure
than Sinclair Lewis, who applied for a job with the firm as a $100-
a-week copywriter. Benton was delighted to meet an author who by
now had published Main Street, Elmer Gantry, and Arrowsmith.
But he assumed that Lewis had in mind writing a book on the ad-
vertising business, and he said no to Lewis’s job application. “I
don’t want to be the Babbitt or Gantry of your next work,” Benton
explained. The relationship between Lewis and Benton, however, did
not end there. '

By the end of 1933 the organization of Benton and Bowles was
as follows : Benton was president while Bowles and Hobler were vice-
presidents. Benton’s newly acquired “first assistant” was James
Adams, now a senior partner in Lazard Fréres. His “second assist-
ant” was Ted Bates, who was brought over from BBD&O when
Benton and Bowles got rolling. The Benton and Bowles copy de-
partment was under Walter O’Meara who had left the Chicago
office of J. Walter Thompson when Benton had spotted his ads and
sought him out. O’Meara had sold his Chicago home at a loss in
order to join in the excitement at Benton and Bowles. He subse-
quently became the highest-paid copywriter in America, and a dis-
tinguished historian and novelist on the side. There was also William
Baker from BBD&O, and Robert Lusk, who had been the advertis-
ing manager of Macy’s. Both men were to have successful careers
in advertising, with Baker, and later Lusk, becoming president of
Benton and Bowles, both men serving with Hobler, who became
chairman of the board.

All these men fitted in well with Benton and Bowles’s unique policy
of concentrating on a handful of food and drug accounts. What
little danger that policy entailed was removed a day before Thanks-
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giving in 1933. The previous March, Bayard Colgate, who had
assumed the presidency of the Colgate-Palmolive-Peet Company,
brought “the camel’s nose of Benton and Bowles into the tent” by
recommending the agency to E. H. Little, then executive vice-
president and sales manager. Ed Little gave Benton and Bowles a
new account, Cashmere Bouquet Soap, and Benton worked to make
it a wedge that would open the way to other accounts. This meant
months of special surveys, presentations, letters, telephone calls,
and many evenings with Colgate-Palmolive executives. It also meant
gnawing questions about the wisdom of concentrating so much time
and sales work on just one company, without assurance that any-
thing would come of the effort.

But the day before Thanksgiving, Benton, Bowles, and Hobler
were called to Chicago by Colgate-Palmolive-Peet. They were given
the accounts for Palmolive Soap, Super Suds, Octagon, Crystal
White, and Peet’s Granulated—about two-thirds of the company’s
total billings. Added to Cashmere Bouquet, they now had all the
company’s soap business. The drug products such as Colgate’s
Ribbon Dental Cream and Colgate Shaving Cream were still in
the hands of Young and Rubicam. Since one-half of all General
Foods billings were also still in the hands of Young and Rubicam,
Benton and Bowles split with its competitor two of the largest ad-
vertising accounts in the country. It would not be long before the
case would be altered, for Benton and Bowles soon picked up the
drug accounts of Colgate-Palmolive-Peet when that company be-
came the only big-time advertiser to entrust the advertising for all
of its many products to one agency. The agency’s size doubled once
more.

In writing to his mother about these developments, Benton said:

I remember your distress when I went into the advertising
business, and your low opinion of Palmolive soap. But now that
you as a stockholder in Benton & Bowles are going to prosper
with us, perhaps you will be a bit more forgiving about Palm-
olive soap. Anyway, for your personal use you can choose any
one of the many other soaps made by Colgate-Palmolive-Peet.

This new account not only tremendously increases our vol-
ume and our profit but also gives us a far more stable business.
No business is ever too secure which relies largely on the favor
of one manufacturer. But today we have a splendid spread be-
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cause our business at the top becomes divided between two large
advertisers, with about 20 per cent or 25 per cent of our busi-
ness spread among four other clients.

Then Benton informed his two partners and other principal as-
sociates that he was nearing the point of retiring from business.
His associates did not take him seriously, even though he gave them
a memorandum stating his intentions and terms. As Bowles was to
write him seven years later: “Hobe [Hobler] and I didn’t really
think that you would leave. I knew that someday you intended to
leave the business, but I didn’t think it would come so soon, and
particularly not at that time, and I am sure that Hobe had no real
idea that you had any such plan. He had a strong suspicion, in fact,
that what you really wanted was a larger share of the business.”
For the moment, it was felt that what Benton needed was a good long
vacation, after which he would return refreshed to the field of ad-
vertising. Yet even as this was being considered, complications set in
which slowed down for more than a year the timing of the vacation—
and Benton’s plans to leave the agency.

It was plain to Benton that what he planned for himself depended
in part on a growth in Bowles’s capacity to join Hobler in assuming
the leadership of Benton and Bowles. Bowles had concentrated on
the “creative end” of the agency, while the actual management had
devolved upon Benton. “It was Bill,” recalled Walter O’Meara,
“with all his energy, honesty, imagination, and tactlessness, who
was always the fall guy whenever a rough decision had to be made.”

Bowles’s powers of leadership, like much else about him, were to
flower, especially after his first marriage came to an end and he was
remarried to Dorothy Stebbins of Boston, a Vassar graduate who
was keenly interested in social service work. But at the time Benton
first began to talk seriously about getting out of Benton and Bowles,
Bowles still seemed unformed. In fact, his long absences from the
firm for reasons of health made it impossible for the Bentons to
pursue their plans for a vacation in Europe in 1934.

There was a second complication. If Benton was to get out of the
firm, Bowles and Hobler had to gain confidence in their own powers
and in the talents of their many gifted associates who were in the
process of expanding their own responsibilities. These associates,
in turn, had to know that, even without Benton around, their own
continued association with Benton and Bowles promised them a
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secure and personally profitable relationship. The clients also had
to be persuaded that the firm was so solid and versatile that the
removal of Benton from the picture would not affect its topflight
performances in boosting sales by the special touch the agency
brought to the different advertising media.

Bowles, for example, had become a master of the “situation copy”
used in comic strips to advertise Colgate toothpaste. Walter
O’Meara and a collaborator, Maitland Jones, invented the radio
soap opera “Young Doctor Malone” to promote the sale of Post
Bran Flakes. It was O’Meara who also came up with the idea of the
radio soap opera “Portia Faces Life” to promote a Colgate product
that was in trouble from the standpoint of sales. These talents, plus
those which made the “Maxwell House Show Boat,” Fred Allen’s
“Town Hall Tonight,” and the “Palmolive Beauty Box” three of
the four most popular radio programs on the air, would not be
removed if Benton left the scene. Indeed, it would be argued that by
the departure of Benton, with all his impatient ferment, the com-
pany could gain more for the long haul from the aura of stability
and permanence that enveloped a man like Atherton Hobler. Benton
and Bowles had become almost overnight the largest single-office
advertising agency in the world, and in 1936 it was to rank sixth
in total billings after the old-line agencies with branch offices in Chi-
cago, San Francisco, London, Montreal, and so on.

Benton’s share of the profits anticipated for 1935 would give
him a year’s income of more than $250,000, with as much or more in
prospect for 1936. Few Americans had any such earnings during
the depression. Benton’s income warranted the decision he and
Helen made in 1934 to buy a country place in Southport, Connecti-
cut, in anticipation of a more leisurely life. A contrast to the life
they looked forward to living could be found in two of Reginald
Marsh’s paintings which they were to buy at $750 apiece in the
course of furnishing their home. One would be Coney Island Beach
1935; the other, Marines in Central Park. Marsh’s work already
was hanging in fifteen of the largest museums in the country, but
Benton was surprised to learn that he, personally, was the first “pri-
vate collector” ever to buy one. Why no one else? “The paintings
are too shocking,” Marsh explained. “They remind people of what
they see in Macy’s and on 14th Street and in the subways. They
aren’t pleasant on the walls. But just wait until they are old-
fashioned. Wait until they do not remind the owners of the current
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scene. Then they will be popular. When they are old-fashioned like
Daumier and Hogarth—people will want them and will buy them.”

At a later date Marsh came out to Southport to paint portraits
of the Benton children, and remarked to Benton: “Do you know
that the WPA is giving $100 a month to artists and that they can
paint anything they want? Sometimes I wish I could get a deal like
that.” To which Benton replied: “Go ahead. I’ll be your WPA.
Paint anything you want for me and bring it in, once a month and
I’ll give you $100 for it.” On this basis, some twenty Marsh paint-
ings were delivered to Benton in a three-year period.

Still later, after Marsh’s death, his lawyer suggested a partner-
ship between Benton and Marsh’s widow, Felicia. Benton agreed to
purchase half the paintings remaining in Marsh’s estate, and for
$18,750 he acquired hundreds of Marsh works. While alive, Marsh
never earned more than $5,000 a year from his work as a painter,
though he augmented his income as much again by teaching at the
Art Students League. Yet he was prophetic about the value his work
would acquire after his death when the realistic people he chose to
portray were no longer part of the live daily experience of pro-
spective buyers of works of art. Benton’s Marsh collection is today
probably worth a million dollars or more. He never thought of it as
an “investment,” but found pleasure in giving away Marsh paint-
ings to museums or the philanthropies in which he was interested.

Though it anticipates the future, this is the place to add a word
about how another continuing friendship from the past led to an-
other unanticipated financial gain. The person involved was William
Joyce, who had been a fellow trainee with Benton in the National
City Bank. Bill Joyce and his brother Tom had eventually returned
to their home in Pasadena, California, but Benton over the years
had kept in touch with them. In July 1935 on a business trip to the
west coast, he called on Bill Joyce and persuaded him to come along
on a weekend holiday in Mexico. Joyce was flat broke, and Benton
played host to him. In Mexico, among other things, they talked
about a company Joyce was trying to develop to manufacture a
new style of casual shoes for women. The venture could succeed with
very little added capital, but the depression made it difficult to raise.
In fact, said Joyce, he had come to Mexico only in the hope of being
able to extract $5,000 from his host for investment in the shoe com-
pany. The investment was made. The Joyce Shoe Company, re-
financed with Benton as its second largest stockholder, took root
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and flourished. Ten years later, Benton sold his stock in it for
$125,000.

At the end of 1934, when Benton and Bowles, following through
on the soap business it secured from Colgate-Palmolive, acquired
the drug business as well, Benton again formally notified his part-
ners that he wanted to sell out and leave Benton and Bowles within
the next year. Bowles and Hobler again vigorously protested, say-
ing that the firm would fall apart if he left. Just as vigorously,
Benton protested that nothing of the sort would happen. But
largely at Hobler’s insistence, he agreed to an experimental four
months’ absence to see what would happen while he was away. E. H.
Little of Colgate-Palmolive agreed to the proposed absence, but
he wanted Benton to defer his departure in order to work on a cam-
paign for Colgate’s toothpaste. Benton pitched in and helped to
develop one which had its origins in a casual chat with Atherton
Hobler. Hobler suggested adopting an idea in Listerine advertise-
ments about bad breath. In the adopted form, it came out that Col-
gate Ribbon Dental Cream not only cleaned your teeth but fresh-
ened your breath. The campaign based on this idea was to run for at
least twenty years and carry Colgate to the biggest sales in the
history of toothpaste, at better than $50 million a year.

When everything had been prepared for this long-lived advertis-
ing campaign, Bill and Helen left for Europe in the spring of 1935,
where they joined Elma, and the three of them went on to the Middle
East and paid a sentimental visit to the Benton School at B’ham-
doun. Here, as Aunt Mary had prophesied back in 1929, Benton
was royally received by the villagers as the grandson of the man
who had saved their town during its hour of peril in 1860. The
Bentons then returned to Italy, where Elma was to remain for
several months to study Italian. Bill and Helen went on together
for three weeks in Paris and another three in London.

It was a far different Europe from the one Benton had seen
twenty-one years before. His observations about it appear in a
memorandum he wrote in April aboard the ship taking him home
from England, a memorandum intended for his clients. The salient
point in it was his conviction that Europe was rushing pell-mell
toward another war. Benton had heard much talk in United States
business circles that Hitler’s intentions were peaceful; that even
if he was bent on war, he couldn’t wage it because of his lack of
strategic materials and an unfavorable balance of trade; that the
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French, behind their Maginot line, were invulnerable; that the
British had a knack for “secret diplomacy” which would rescue
Europe at the last moment from impending disaster. To -Benton
now, all this was nonsense.

The French people are riven from within. They almost uni-
versally believe their precarious and shaky government to be
corrupt, and the belief cuts deep into their willingness to sacri-
fice for France itself. . . . The English traditionally hope for
the best, play for time and postponement after postponement,
expecting somehow by avoiding unpleasant reality as long as
possible to muddle through. . . . So Hitler takes advantage of
the internal weaknesses of his erstwhile enemies. . . . Give the
German factories and the German army two more years of day
and night work and without doubt Germany will again be the
most powerful country in Europe.

It is a mistake, I believe, to attach too much importance to
the financial situation as a deterrent to war. We are likely to
forget that Germany between 1914—18 fought four years with-
out real financial power, without much outside financing. Yes,
and with very inadequate supplies of raw materials and food.
“Don’t be fooled by the German trade balances,” the purser
on our Hamburg-American ship told me. “Every ship going
into Germany groans and staggers under its load of war mate-
rials—zinc, copper, and other supplies not produced in Ger-
many—1,500 tons of copper on my last ship from San Fran-
cisco—and this heavy importing is throwing the trade balances
out of line.”

Europe is indeed like unto a powder box with fuses running
out in all directions, surrounded by small boys playing with
matches. It is my feeling that with war in Europe will come a
speed-up of Socialism and Communism. Even under present
conditions of peace, all through the world capitalism is on the
defensive and almost with its back to the wall. In time of war,
remember, centuries of change can be packed into a year or
two. What happens in Europe will throw up in the United
States major political issues to a degree and with a speed
beyond any we have known.

There was but one note in the memorandum which the future did
not bear out. “I believe,” said Benton in conclusion, “that America
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will keep out of the war.” Why? His answer had in it the echo of the
disillusioned post-1918 idealist who believed that America got into
World War I for no valid reason whatever. “We will keep out of
the war,” he explained, “becausc we will turn a deaf ear to foreign
propaganda, to slogans about freedom of the seas and American
property rights.” Benton would learn better after he passed
through his America-First Committee days—and the shock of Pearl
Harbor—and began to understand America’s place in the world as
clearly as he understood the Europe he saw in the spring of 1935.
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Disengagement

Despite the forebodings of his partners, Benton and Bowles ran
smoothly while Benton was away. On his return, between work on
new advertising campaigns, a drawn-out and painful round of nego-
tiations began in earnest around his determination to quit the firm.
Bowles was the man in the middle. He could not forget the verbal
agreement of 1929—that Benton could quit with a good price for
his stock when he thought the time had come. Bowles could not
forget that they had started the business together and had lived
through its early problems, and that Benton had several times given
due notice of his intention to leave. At the same time, Bowles had
an obligation to Hobler, who, when he became the third partner
in 1932, was unaware of the hopeful boyish understanding of 1929
between the two original partners. Bowles could not expect Hobler
and other associates to look with favor on too liberal a settlement
for Benton’s stock. The cost of retiring it would be a heavy charge
on the future earnings of the firm even if Benton and Bowles sur-
vived Benton’s exit.

In the end, subject to a number of conditions, the matter was
resolved in Benton’s favor, almost solely because of Bowles’s firm
stand. He said if Benton wanted to leave he had a right to do so
even if the firm did blow up—which he did not anticipate. He never
tried to back away from his original commitment to buy Benton
out. Another partner, less strict in his code of personal honor, might
have told Benton that the time was not yet and that the risk was too
great. Benton himself later said that he was not sure that any other
friend he ever had would have so scrupulously lived up to the orig-
inal oral agreement he made with Bowles.

On 30 December 19385, Benton turned back all his stock to the

156
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firm. He had not publicly resigned, nor had all the fears ebbed that
if he left the agency might as well write its epitaph. Now the Ben-
tons went to Nassau for two months on another experimental ab-
sence. Again everything went smoothly while he was away, though
some potentially explosive client-agency relationships needed han-
dling with the utmost care when he returned. In any case, on 1 April
1936, his thirty-sixth birthday, his resignation from Benton and
Bowles became official. Twelve days later a memo announced the
event to the office staff. A release to the trade papers went out the
same day, stressing that Benton was giving up advertising “in
order to devote his energies to interests outside the advertising
agency field.” It added some further details. Bowles had become
chairman of the board, Atherton Hobler was president, and all the
other officers—Walter O’Meara, James Adams, Ted Bates, Robert
Lusk, and William Baker—remained in their vice-presidential
posts.

The release was soon picked up by the New York metropolitan
press and by the wire services, and traveled the length of the country
in the form of a “gee-whiz”’—though apocryphal—story. When
Benton graduated from Yale in 1921, went the story, he said he
was going to “make a million dollars” in business by the time he was
thirty-five. Then he would “retire.” Now, despite the Great De-
pression, he had achieved his million-dollar-goal at age thirty-six.
And now he was quitting business, precisely as he had said.

The story, half true, titillated depression-dogged readers. It also
missed the real story, for the text of the Benton and Bowles release
did not mention the terms of Benton’s sale of his stock to the firm.
Had the terms been known, his decision to leave the agency would
have been revealed as a gamble few people would risk at any time,
much less during a Great Depression.

Benton’s stock was divided into six equal blocks. Payments would
be made in six annual installments beginning in 1935 and extending
through 1940, with the price for each block to be five times the
average earnings on the same amount of stock during the previous
three years. If the firm disintegrated, Benton’s return on the stock
would be negligible. Only if the firm prospered would he receive a
high return. Combined with his savings, his $100,000 capital ac-
cumulated in the firm, his investment in his home and his insurance,
his assets would total around a million dollars. Under this plan,
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even after leaving the firm—Benton would have a material stake in
helping it prosper.

Another element in the settlement cast a long troublesome
shadow. To “validate” the sale of the stock, he gladly bound him-
self never to return to the advertising agency field, which he never
regretted. But at the same time he sold his name to the firm in per-
petuity, for his former associates did not want to wake up one morn-
ing to find themselves in competition with a newly formed William
Benton and Company. Benton later blamed his lawyers for not hav-
ing advised him to sell his name only for five or ten years, by which
time the agency would have been either firmly established or out of
business. Yet the sale of his name was partly due to Benton’s impre-
cision about the career he meant to pursue after quitting advertis-
ing. He knew he wanted a career outside of business, but where? He
meant to “look around.” His only immediate commitment was a trip
around the world with Helen, to start after the 1936 presidential
elections.

As it turned out, the connection of his name with a Madison Ave-
nue firm kept alive the memory of Benton as an advertising man. He
was to spend in a variety of other fields many more years than he
had spent in advertising ; yet no matter what he did or how he did
it he always had to buck the suspicion that he was just another
Madison Avenue phrasemonger.

The matter of the name was a mixed blessing also to Atherton
Hobler, who was particularly insistent that Benton sell his name
in perpetuity. He has said that if he had had any idea that both
Benton and Bowles would one day “go into politics” he would him-
self have changed the name of the firm. For as the two men in time
got into the thick of political fights on a national scale, to adver-
tisers who mistakenly thought the pair still were connected with
Benton and Bowles the firm itself may have been politically suspect.

Leaving the firm meant an immediate sharp drop in family in-
come to the Bentons—from $250,000 a year to a return of around
$15,000 on the investments Benton expected to make (less the 10
percent of the stock he had placed in trust for his mother). If things
went well, the yearly income might double or even triple. For the
moment, however, no one could really be certain that things would
in fact go well. Yet the one person who cared the least about the
immediate reduction of family income to a fraction of what it had
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been was Helen Benton. She welcomed her husband’s decision to get
out of the eye of the business hurricane in which he had worked since
their marriage. She asked only one thing of him. She was tired of
his absorption in commercial radio programs, and she made him
promise that he would never listen to them again. Except for the
public service programs with which he later became involved, he kept
that promise and extended it to include television as well. When he
left the advertising business, he slammed the door behind him and
rarely so much as looked at an advertisement again.

Benton, however, could not abruptly turn his back on clients like
Colby Chester of General Foods and his top associates, Clarence
Francis and Ralph Butler, who had sponsored Benton as a young
man. Nor could he ignore E. H. Little and Bayard Colgate of
Colgate-Palmolive-Peet, or Randolph Catlin of Best Foods. Benton
looked up to these clients, had ample reasons to be grateful to them,
and counted them among his closest friends. In fact, Benton’s high
regard for his clients and prospective clients had once brought a
reproach from Bowles as the partners were talking about Benton’s
years as a cadet at Shattuck. Bowles broke in to say: “Bill, you
spent so much time saluting at Shattuck, that you still salute any-
thing and anybody sitting at a desk behind a frosted glass door with
his name on it.”

If so, the clients’ reciprocal regard for Benton became evident
when he resigned. If several of them, or even Little alone, had threat-
ened to take their accounts elsewhere, Benton might have been
forced to reconsider his decision. His clients, however, were not un-
sympathetic with his intentions and wanted to give him a break. It
was just as important for Benton as for Bowles and Hobler that
the principal clients stay with the firm, so that it could pay the
yearly installments on Benton’s stock.

In fact, his clients wanted to help plan his future, though their
good intentions threatened to entangle him in flypaper. The prin-
cipal clients of Benton and Bowles were Republicans, strongly op-
posed to Roosevelt in the forthcoming presidential election. More-
over, they were involved in an effort to make Governor Alf Landon
of Kansas the Republican nominee. It therefore occurred to Colby
Chester and to other client-friends, that they should promote Ben-
ton for the post of publicity director of the Republican National
Committee, now that he had no advertising business to look after.
They were certain—too certain—that they could swing the job for
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him, and they wanted him to join them at the Republican National
Convention in Cleveland where the deal could be sealed. Benton,
confiding his own feelings about the matter in a note to his mother,
said: “I am no Landon man. I personally have always been for
Roosevelt, and am secretly sympathetic with the Democrats and
with President Roosevelt’s policies. I can’t offend my clients by
flatly refusing their offer. But it means that I have to walk a wary
course between what they expect me to do, and the direction of my
personal inclinations.”

On a Monday morning in the third week of April 1986, Benton
arrived at his office in Benton and Bowles full of uncertainty about
his future. His “wary course” on Colby Chester’s political proposal
had not yet been charted, but he had promised Chester he would talk
to some Republican leaders like Eugene Meyer in Washington and
Joseph Pew in Philadelphia.

This was the April Monday on which Benton received a telegram,
a special delivery letter, and a stack of telephone messages from
Chicago—all initiated by Robert Maynard Hutchins. At noon
Hutchins walked into the ofice—spoke about the Walgreen case—
offered Benton the job of secretary of the University of Chicago-—
was turned down flat—asked Benton at least to consider coming to
Chicago to survey the university’s problems and to suggest ap-
proaches. Benton’s answer to the last proposal was “I’ll think it
over.”

A few days later, in line with his promise to Colby Chester, Benton
went to Washington to meet Eugene Meyer, the owner of the Wash-
ington Post. Benton had never met anyone like Meyer, and the ex-
perience was an eye-opener. Here was a Republican, Yale *93, who
had been among the main financiers of the copper, automobile, and
chemical industries, and yet had contributed greatly to the develop-
ment of public finance as the head at various times of the War
Finance Corporation, the Farm Loan Board, the Federal Reserve
Board, and the Reconstruction Finance Corporation. A wealthy
and public-spirited publisher with a phenomenal success record in
business, he thought most businessmen boobs or bores.

The two talked about Robert Maynard Hutchins. Benton did not
fully understand the revolution Hutchins was leading in higher edu-
cation, but Meyer did, and heartily endorsed it. Indeed, the follow-
ing year he transferred his daughter Katharine from Vassar to the
University of Chicago to expose her to Hutchins’s influence. He
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snorted at the Walgreen charges about communism at Chicago just
as he snorted at charges of radicalism at the London School
of Economics, where he sent his only son to study under Harold
Laski.

On the central purpose of the visit to Washington, Benton made
no commitments to Meyer about the Republican National Commit-
tee job that was being urged on him. He agreed to keep in touch,
and possibly to attend the Republican Convention in Cleveland to
“see what happens.” On the way home from Washington he stopped
off in Philadelphia to see Joseph Pew, a rich and powerful right-
wing Republican boss who was in politics for reasons of business.
Pew asked Benton to undertake a “get out the vote” effort for the
1936 Republican cause, but the latter demurred on the ground that
he was not as yet in a position to assume any responsibilities in con-
nection with the Republican cause.

If Benton could be politely evasive with Joseph Pew, the tactic
would not 'work with Robert Hutchins. Hutchins knew the main re-
flexes of the man he was after, and he began to play on them when
Benton got back to New York. He began with a telephone call from
Chicago. Hutchins, at the Chicago end, said that he had been think-
ing about Benton’s objections to public relations and fund-raising
work for the University of Chicago. If that is all he had had in mind
for his friend, then Benton was quite right in balking. But there was
far more important work awaiting him. He could interest himself in
the academic work of the Business School or in the university’s ex-
tension school or with its night courses for working students. There
were two other things in which Benton had expressed interest—the
development of radio, and the creation of films for educational pur-
poses. There were endless tasks that clamored for the kind of help
Benton was uniquely qualified to provide. But as these prospects
could not fully be explained over the telephone, Hutchins was asking
a delegation from the board of trustees to call on Benton in New
York. A date in late May was set, and the delegation arrived on
schedule.

The delegation consisted of the president of the board of trustees,
Harold Swift (Swift and Company, the packers); John Stuart
(head of the Quaker Oats Company); and Edward L. Ryerson
(chairman of Inland Steel). The three were also Republicans of
varying hue, but none was a Liberty Leaguer. They were deeply
attached to the University of Chicago and were anxious to help
Hutchins achieve his aims in higher education.
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The delegation looked Benton over as they talked to him about
the problems and plans of the university and defined the present and
anticipated duties of its secretary. Benton uncovered some of the
grounds for his uncertainty. He did not explain the charade he was
acting out with some of his Republican former clients. But when he
touched the subject in passing, the three trustees, despite their Re-
publican party affiliations, surprisingly dismissed it as of little con-
sequence. They saw no reason why Benton should waste himself on
the Republican National Committee when there was really impor-
tant work to be done on behalf of one of America’s three foremost
universities—and thus on behalf of higher education generally. In
parting, the delegation seconded Hutchins’s suggestion that Ben-
ton come to Chicago for a visit.

Benton wrote to Hutchins the next day in a mood to do some bar-
gaining. He said he had been looking toward a period of a year or
more, immediately following his departure from business, in which
he “hoped to have a good deal of time to search after that ever elu-
sive perspective on oneself for which most of us eternally grasp but
never reach.” Would Hutchins weigh an alternative to “a 100 per-
cent move to Chicago.” Would it be possible to do “a really con-
structive job on a part-time basis”? He could come to Chicago for
sixty or ninety days to study the background and the broad outlines
of the problems to be faced. Then he would try to write a basic plan
of procedure. With a plan formulated and agreed upon, perhaps he
could come to Chicago, for a month or so, to supervise and corre-
late the major activities launched in line with it. Benton added:
“Your remarks about the Business School, and your Extension
Courses, greatly interested me and I am sure there is a chance for
much really constructive thinking and work in that direction. Un-
less there is in the background at least a potential promise for get-
ting involved in that kind of work in the future, I wouldn’t consider
going into the educational field at all.”

Soon afterward, Benton went to Chicago for two days of sus-
tained talk with Hutchins and various trustees he had not previ-
ously met. He came knowing very little about the character of the
University of Chicago, its history, its place and influence in Ameri-
can life. He had not stopped to think about what a university is, or
should be. He had never before seen Hutchins on his home ground,
or had more than a vague notion about the scope of his work. Ben-
ton’s Chicago visit did not result in a blaze of light upon such
matters. But he saw more clearly than ever before that Robert
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Hutchins, his former teammate at Yale, was an exciting person to
know, and that there was no telling where an association with him
would lead.

Hutchins himself was about to publish four lectures he had re-
cently given at Yale under the title The Higher Learning in Amer-
ica, a volume of no more than one hundred pages that remains to the
present day a landmark critique of American education and a
prescription for reform. Many books in a similar key were written
after October 1957 when the Soviet Union’s first artificial satellite
precipitated a new concern about the quality and aims of American
education. Hutchins said it in 1936, and he reviewed his thesis for
Benton’s benefit on the occasion of the latter’s visit to Chicago.

Hutchins’s thesis was that the central aims of higher learning in
America must be indivisibly connected with democracy. But, said he,
American universities were falling all over themselves in a hysterical
desire to be of service to the people moment by moment, keeping up
with every turn of the news and establishing departments in defer-
ence to the latest fads. Instead, he wanted the university to do what
it alone of all institutions in a democratic society could do. It should
study first principles, concern itself with the timeless truths about
man as man, cultivate the intellectual virtues, provide an under-
standing of both the past and the present in the light of which things
absolutely new could be examined. The university could thus per-
meate society with men who shared a common fund of knowledge,
who could transcend vocational specializations, and who could thus
lead in the discussion and resolution of common problems.

A restructuring of higher education was a necessary corollary of
this view. In Hutchins’s design, people capable of learning from
books would receive a general education beginning in the last two
years of high school and extending through the first two years of
college. Within this four-year unit, the curriculum would be uniform
for all students. It would consist of the greatest books of the West-
ern world and the arts of reading, writing, thinking, together with
mathematics, “the best examples of the processes of human reason-
ing.” A bachelor of arts degree would be granted to a youth who
successfully passed his examinations for this four-year unit of
study, and the whole of the curriculum would have in view the prepa-
ration of the graduate for intelligent action in any field of endeavor,
particularly for the endeavors falling to him as a citizen.

The intellectually gifted graduates would go on to higher learn-
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ing in a university, which would be held together by a unifying prin-
ciple. Unlike the medieval university whose unity was derived from
the central place assigned to theology, the university in American
democracy would derive its unity from metaphysics—meaning the
science of principles and causes. The university would not provide
specialized training in the professions. The latter function would be
relegated to outlying institutions offering such practical experi-
ences as the professions themselves could not or would not give.
Moreover, the accumulation of data or the advancement of the em-
pirical sciences would also be relegated to other institutions. The
university itself would have one purpose only: to expound in a co-
herent fashion the nature of the world and the nature of man.

Hutchins’s views had been expressed at the University of Chicago
long before they took the form of lectures delivered at Yale. Indeed,
they had whirled in controversy over the Midway—oversimplified
as the battle of “facts versus ideas”—in which students as well as
professors either sided with Hutchins or resisted him. Either way,
the University of Chicago in that hour took education seriously and
by contrast made Harvard and Yale seem to be sleeping.

As for Benton personally, it would take some time before he
grasped all the nuances of what Hutchins had in mind. Yet in his
two days in Chicago, what he absorbed from the excitement in the
air made him want to keep one foot over the threshold of the door
Hutchins had opened to him. Before returning to New York, there-
fore, he volunteered to pursue an idea of his own. He would conduct
a Benton and Bowles kind of “‘consumer research” survey, with the
University of Chicago as the product. The survey would be confined
to three groups of people in the Midwest—businessmen, nonaca-
demic members of the general public, and newspaper editors—who
would be asked what they thought about the university. If really
helpful information were secured from these groups, similar surveys
could be made among other groups, such as alumni, teachers, high
school students, and so on. The idea was simple—and radical. No
university had previously used such techniques to determine the de-
gree of “acceptance” or “sales resistance” to itself. Hutchins en-
thusiastically urged Benton to go ahead with the proposed plan,
and in this he had another object in view. He guessed that Benton,
by undertaking a specific job for the university, would become
deeply attached to the institution.

In New York, Benton enlisted the aid of the Benton and Bowles
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consumer research staff, and the questionnaire they prepared about
the University of Chicago was ready for testing by the time Benton
left for the Republican Convention in Cleveland. He was still under
pressure from his well-meaning client-friends to take the job as pub-
licity director of the Republican National Committee which they
felt they could easily get for him. In Cleveland itself, however, he
managed a graceful exercise in evasion and escape. He learned that
Hill Blackett, a partner in a leading advertising firm and a personal
friend of Governor Alf Landon, was an active candidate for the very
job Benton was trying not to get. So he called on Blackett in his
hotel room and said: “Hill, I will do everything in my power to sup-
port your bid for the job provided you never ask me to do one single
thing for you—and I make this condition because I am for Roose-
velt.”

The deal was sealed on those terms. Benton then went to work on
his financially influential client-friends. He argued that Blackett,
because of his friendship with Governor Landon, combined with his
personal abilities as an advertising man, was the logical choice as
publicity director for the Republican campaign ahead. The client-
friends finally agreed and swung their support behind Blackett’s bid
for the job. As it turned out, however, they were not as all-powerful
as they had seemed. Other forces within the party were strong
enough to block their drive, and it was not until a month after the
convention that Blackett finally got the publicity assignment. When
Benton informed Hutchins about these developments and added for
extra measure a doleful note about the state of the Republican
party, Hutchins replied:

I wish you’d stop worrying about the Republican party,
which is beyond redemption, and concentrate on education
which may yet be saved. The most hopeless element in the
G.O.P. is my old pal, Frank Knox [ the publisher of the Chicago
Daily N ews, who had been named in Cleveland as Landon’s run-
ning mate for vice-president]. If you let your wife see him,
she’ll never want to come to Chicago. And I am very anxious
to have her come.

I am pleased that H. Blackett has the job. The more money
he makes the more we can take away from him. He is a gradu-
ate of the U. of C., and it’s about time he did something hand-
some.
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I am eager to have you do the survey which is now in prog-
ress, and still more eager to have you come to Chicago for as
long a time as you will. When you get here you should stay.
It will be a damned sight more interesting and important than
trying to make Frank Knox into a statesman. I can promise
you that.

With one apologetic exception, Blackett did not ask Benton to do
anything for the Republican National Committee during the 1936
campaign. Nor did the Benton and Bowles clients maintain their
pressure to that end. As Benton’s attendance at meetings of the
agency grew more infrequent, the clients gradually got used to deal-
ing with Bowles, Hobler, and their associates. And as everything in
the agency moved along smoothly, concern over Benton’s departure
diminished. ]

By mid-September, Benton and Bowles interviewers had finished
a succession of surveys testing views about the University of Chi-
cago. The findings were discouraging. At a time when the university
was rated by experts as one of the leading institutions of higher
learning in America and in the world, only 50 percent of the alumni
said they would send their children to the university. In the city of
Chicago, only 25 percent of the general public said that if they
were in a position to give to a university a hypothetical gift of mil-
lions of dollars, they would give it to the University of Chicago.
Only 88 percent of all professional and businessmen polled in the
Midwest said they would give that same hypothetical gift to the
university—despite the preeminence of its professional schools and
despite the impact on the economy (among other things) of the sci-
entific work done at the university.

The findings, though discouraging, affected Benton like a call to
arms. Though he was not yet ready to bind himself to the university
in a formal way, he now wrote Hutchins to say that he could come
to Chicago with Helen around the first of October for several weeks.
He would gather material for his report and question the trustees,
faculty members, and Chicago civic leaders. Then he would go home
to Southport and write a report on ways and means for dealing with
the university’s problems in public relations. Hutchins answered
with a bravo.

While still in New York, Benton pursued two matters that were of
interest to him even before his first visit to Chicago but that were




166 PREVIEWS

further stimulated by what he learned on his visit. He had already
fastened on radio broadcasting and educational talking pictures—
neither of which had been exploited for educational purposes—to
change the university’s public relations picture for the better. Dur-
ing his first visit to Chicago, he learned that the university’s ad-
ministration and faculty had more experience with both, and more
interest in both, than any other institution of higher learning in the
nation. For example, the prospects for radio’s further development
were emphasized by a Crossley Report he saw concerning the Uni-
versity of Chicago’s pioneering “Round Table” radio program.*

The “University of Chicago Round Table,” which was to become
for two decades the leading radio discussion program in the United
States, had begun very modestly on 1 February 1931, when three
professors sat around a card table before an old “target mike” at
WMAQ, the Chicago Daily News station. The subject they talked
about was the Wickersham Commission report on prohibition. Two
years later, NBC began carrying the program once a week in an
offering to network stations, which relatively few carried at first.
But the program gradually became popular ; the professors it fea-
tured talked well without a script. With the coming of the New
Deal, they had a great deal to talk about of interest to a great many
people, and so, by the early fall of 1936, the “Round Table” had a
national audience. According to the Crossley Report which Benton
saw, the program drew 23 percent of all those who were listening
to the radio at the hour the discussion was broadcast. This was a
phenomenally high figure, considering that the program went on
the air at 12:30 p.m. on Sunday, just when millions of Americans
were either homeward bound from church or were drawing up their
chairs for Sunday dinner. It was all the more phenomenal since it
suffered from technical flaws that were no longer tolerated in com-
mercial radio broadcasts. It had no producer, no preparation, no
budget, no format.

Benton’s personal strength in the medium of radio was very
great. He was well and favorably known to the leaders of the net-
works, and he hoped to convert this fact into a source of support for
an expansion of the university’s efforts in the field of educational

1The title “Round Table” was derived from the name given to a special
luncheon-discussion round table in the faculty’s Quadrangle Club—special
in the sense that it was reserved by custom for senior professors and ad-
ministrators, and distinguished guests of the university.
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radio. While still in New York, therefore, and before leaving in
October for Chicago, he discussed the matter with William Paley,
president of CBS, and with Niles Trammell, then vice-president of
NBC and later its president. Both men told him that the networks
would be glad to give the University of Chicago more time on the air
provided the proposed new programs sounded promising. It would
be very difficult for the networks to refuse time, so Benton assumed,
if the programs were indeed good.

The prospects involving the use of educational talking films were
more remote and complicated. In the era of silent films, movie mag-
nates had dreamed of profits from educational films, but the dream
always eluded them. Small companies were formed to make educa-
tional films. Confused between motion pictures for entertainment
and motion pictures for the classroom, they produced a hodgepodge
that often was neither entertaining nor closely related to the teach-
ing of a particular subject. Instead of quick profits there were quick
bankruptcies.

In 1929 the leviathan AT&T decided to enter the new field of
“talking” educational films. Western Electric, an AT&T subsidi-
ary, then manufactured motion picture sound projectors, and felt
it owned basic patents. But because there were no good classroom
films in sound, schools would not invest scarce funds in the purchase
of sound projectors. Western Electric tackled the problem by creat-
ing a subsidiary of its own, Electrical Research Products, Inc.—or
ERPI—which became the first major unit anywhere to produce and
distribute instructional sound motion pictures. In 1932 it occurred
to ERPI officials, led by Colonel Frederick Devereaux, that accept-
ance of its classroom films might be increased if they were produced
in collaboration with educators. Discussions between Colonel Deve-
reaux and his friend Beardsley Ruml, then dean of social sciences
at the University of Chicago and a professor of education, led to a
five-year contract between ERPI and the university. ERPI pro-
vided the financial and mechanical resources of picture-making. The
university provided the professors, with their knowledge of subject
matter and pedagogical methods, and put its “imprimatur” on the
completed films.

By 1936 thirty-six films had been produced for use in the uni-
versity’s New Plan survey courses in the biological and physical sci-
ences given to freshmen and sophomores. The films had also been
introduced into some high schools and even elementary grades with
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astonishing results. When a test group of schoolchildren was ex-
posed to the films, they scored between 40 and 60 percent higher in
achievement in their schoolwork than a control group that had not
been exposed. On the basis of these findings, Hutchins had told Ben-
ton during their first meeting in Chicago that if educational talking
pictures were properly developed, they could mean a potential ad-
vance in educational techniques that was perhaps equal in impor-
tance to the invention of the printing press and certainly as im-
portant as the advent of the textbook.

At the same time, Benton learned that AT&T wanted to sell its
ERPI subsidiary and get out of the educational film business en-
tirely. So now, on the eve of his return to Chicago, he sought out
Colonel Devereaux to ask the reasons why. Devereaux advanced a
number of secondary reasons to account for the desired sale. It was
left to Benton to guess, and to guess correctly, what the real reasons
were. AT&T had but recently withdrawn from the business of manu-
facturing projectors for talking pictures, after it learned that its
patents were not valid. Denied the prospects of royalties on the
projectors, it had lost interest in the production of educational
films. Second, in all the schools in America there were only one thou-
sand projectors for talking pictures, and the absence of special
budgets for audiovisual materials constricted the market. Further,
because so few films were available—and, more critically, because
there was no real distribution system for the few that had been pro-
duced—there were no inducements for school systems to invest in
talking motion picture projectors. Finally, the schools which had
bought sound projectors were asking for more films, and more of a
particular kind, than the ERPI subsidiary of AT&T wanted to
produce. For example, they were asking for films in the social sci-
ences which the company wanted to avoid altogether, since it feared
that it would be accused of “trying to spread propaganda through
the school system.” Here, to sum up, was a vicious circle—and a
great long-shot opportunity for someone with vision and courage
to break out of the ring.

Benton at this time was still not ready for any formal connection
with the university, and he was well along in his plans for a year-
long trip around the world with Helen, beginning in late January
1937. To this end, he had already turned over to Lehman Brothers
about $175,000 of his capital, to be invested in stock, for a fee.
Benton was eager for his trip, and particularly to visit India.
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Walter Schleiter, his Yale classmate and his New York apartment-
mate in the early 1920s, had made India his main base of action
for the previous decade. He had often urged Benton to come for a
visit and promised him an enjoyable and instructive time. But first,
there was the report to write for the University of Chicago’s board
of trustees, and the trip to Chicago in order to gather the necessary
material. Benton, his wife, and their five-year old son, Charles, ar-
rived in Chicago on 1 October 1936. They took a suite at the Shore-
land Hotel, and a place of work was found for Benton in the uni-
versity’s Social Science Building.




11

The University—and a World Trip

Benton, newly arrived in Chicago with a report to write, needed a
guide to the university’s activities. He asked one of the first men
he met, Paul (“Pete”) Russell, a celebrated football player at the
university during his undergraduate days and now a devoted trustee
of the university and a respected Chicago banker: “Who knows the
most about the university? Where can I turn for guidance and in-
sight 7’ Russell answered : “What you are looking for is John Howe.
He’s a handsome young fellow in the publicity office who devotes
himself only to the university—and the girls who attend it. Go after
him. Get him.”

John Howe, an alumnus of the university and a versatile student
leader as an undergraduate, already had behind him a decade of
work in the university’s publicity office. Aside from being handsome,
he was bright, kindly, self-effacing, and a professional writer of
marked ability. Nothing as yet, however, had spurred him to use his
talents beyond the routine of his assignment as the No. 2 man in the
publicity office. The No. 1 man was William Morgenstern, laconic,
uncorruptible, overworked. Chained to an office budget of $10,944 a
year which covered everything from salaries to paper clips, and
under siege from all sides every time the university was touched by a
bad news break, Morgenstern found it impossible to engage in any
except low-key public relations efforts.

When Benton called on John Howe, his first question was: “What
goes on around here? Will you please write a memorandum for me?”
“How much time do I have?” Howe asked. “Twenty-four hours,”
Benton answered. The memorandum turned out to be the first quick
summary ever made of the kind of work university faculty members
did. John Howe gave a hundred examples, about fifty drawn from

170
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the past and the rest contemporary. He did not expect any of this
to be printed. But that was because he was new to Benton’s way of
doing things. Benton reasoned that the trustees themselves didn’t
know the range of the research performed at the university. So he
published, in an appendix to his own report, John Howe’s list of
examples. He wanted the trustees to share his own excited discovery
that there was a minimum of five hundred research laboratories on
the campus and the ways in which the university’s many distin-
guished faculty members, past and present, some of them Nobel
Prize winners, had advanced human kndwledge.

One of the first things that caught Benton’s eye in Howe’s memo-
randum was an item about Professor Nathaniel Kleitman’s study of
sleep. He questioned Howe about it and somehow construed the
answer to mean that Kleitman hoped some day to cut two hours out
of a normal night’s sleep. With Howe, Benton rushed at once to the
scientist’s laboratory. “Why, John,” said he, “gaining those two
hours a day would practically amount to doubling my creative life.
Those would be golden hours. Most of a man’s waking hours are
taken up with routines—bathing, eating, answering the phone, etc.,
etc. Few men have more than two hours a day free for creative
effort—wholly free hours. If Kleitman can tell me how to get two
more, what a gift it would be "’ He was disappointed when the pro-
fessor explained that he was not ready to promise such a gift.

Benton was disappointed agaih when he met Dr. Arthur Holly
Compton, the Nobel Prize winner in physics. Compton, who would
be Benton’s neighbor in Chicago the next year and who was to be-
come a close friend, began to explain to him the then science-fiction
dream of atomic energy. “The time will come,” said the physicist,
“when we will be able to propel a ship across the Atlantic on no more
than 5 cents worth of fuel.” “When?” Benton asked eagerly. “Oh,”
said the physicist, “in about a hundred years.” “But we’ll all be
dead by then !” Benton exploded. Compton nodded his head serenely,
while Benton wondered how anyone could be so patient about so
great a hope deferred for so long.

But there was a practical piece of research which Benton per-
sonally was well equipped to perform for the university—research
on Mr. Charles Walgreen. In the course of the Walgreen case, some
of Chicago’s leading businessmen blasted the drugstore chain owner
for being wrongheaded in making charges about “communism at the
University of Chicago.” One in particular who did so was Edward
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Eagle Brown, Walgreen’s own banker. Also, while the investigation
of the charges was underway, Professor Charles Merriam, chairman
of the university’s Political Science Department, had reasoned with
Walgreen privately. But there had been no follow up by the uni-
versity on the ground which Merriam was trying to cultivate.

Benton, learning this, felt that his own identity as a former ad-
vertising man who had specialized in drug accounts might make for
a worthwhile meeting with Walgreen. He talked over the prospect
with Charles Pearce, president of the International Celucotton
Products Company, whom Benton had come to know in 1929 at
Lord and Thomas when Pearce was president of Colgate-Palmolive-
Peet. Pearce, who knew Walgreen well, not only urged Benton to see
him but also called the owner of the drugstore chain and arranged a
meeting with him the next day.

When this had been arranged, Benton met with Hutchins to tell
him about what was in prospect. “What can I do to fix up the feud
with the university ?”’ he asked. Hutchins instantly replied, “Get him
to give some money to the university.”

When Benton met with Walgreen the next morning, the latter
sald he was greatly disturbed over the way his withdrawal of his
niece from the university had blown up a storm that damaged it.
This had not been his intent. “After all,” said he to Benton, “I
know the university is a very great institution and I am merely
trying to point out a small flaw in it, but nobody from the university
has wanted to talk to me about it in that light.” The conversation
went on for two hours, but when Benton was on his feet preparing
to leave, he cast his hook. “Mr. Walgreen,” said he, “the university
is a private institution and it depends for its sustenance on the sup-
port of men like you. If you think there is a small defect in the uni-
versity, you would do well to consider trying to help it correct that
small defect. If you don’t think American institutions are stressed
in the teaching program as much as they should be, the university
would welcome your support in strengthening its program in Ameri-
can institutions. Why don’t you give the money to the university to
help the university correct the defect which you feel is in it?” Wal-
green thought a long minute and then said, “I would be glad to
consider this.” Whereupon Benton promptly replied, “I will ask
President Hutchins to drop around and see you in the morning.”

Hutchins followed through. The next morning he called on Wal-
green, and it required only that one session to lay the basis for what
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eventually became the Charles R. Walgreen Foundation for the
Study of American Institutions, designed to “forward the develop-
ment of good citizenship and the improvement of public service.”
Walgreen eventually contributed $550,000 to its creation while the
Rosenwald family of Chicago quietly added $250,000 to its funding.
The Chicago newspapers which had been pummeling the university
were momentarily stilled by Walgreen’s benefaction. Walgreen not
only became devoted to Hutchins but emerged as a hero in the eyes
of the university community. To the trustees and those faculty
members who knew of his role in the matter, Benton appeared to be
a magician.

But he did not stop there. Of all the Chicago newspapers that
were hostile to the university, the most powerful was the Chicago
T'ribune, published by Colonel Robert McCormick. McCormick had
some very strange views, but from a purely technical standpoint, he
produced one of the best-written newspapers in the United States,
with the best advertising department, the most energetic circulation
department, and probably the best sporting pages. All this helped
him dominate Chicago and he was determined to have his way with
the things he liked or hated. He had decided to hate Robert Maynard
Hutchins, and for five years Hutchins was never once identified by
name in the Chicago Tribune. As a nonperson to Colonel Mec-
Cormick, Hutchins, when he had to be alluded to, was called only
“the President of the University of Chicago.”

Benton decided to call on McCormick to talk over university pub-
lic relations problems. Once again, his identity as the former head
of Benton and Bowles stood him in good stead. His experience in
handling difficult clients did the rest. Colonel McCormick took a
personal liking to his caller and, as a sign of it, agreed to Benton’s
suggestion that he meet with Hutchins, the nonperson. The meeting
took place in late December ; Hutchins called it “a crossing of the
Rubicon.” The sequel was to be a Chicago Tribune editorial which
astonished trustees and the whole university community, as well as
other readers familiar with McCormick’s vendetta against Hutchins
and the university’s “New Deal professors.” The editorial, pub-
lished as Christmas approached, praised the university as Chicago’s
most priceless asset and as its greatest ornament. Here was another
seeming Benton miracle.

Benton paused in his work in Chicago long enough to fly to South-
port on election day, 3 November, to vote for FDR. Early the next
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day, before returning to Chicago, he dictated a hasty note to Bowles
setting forth some “professional” judgments about the way the
campaign had been conducted, the decline in influence of news-
papers, and the rising influence of radio, “provided the candidate
knows what to say and believes what he is saying.”

He also dashed off a letter to Colby Chester, venturing some “pro-
fessional” views about the management of the campaigns. A passage
in that note contains the germ of an idea, which was to be cultivated
by Benton at the University of Chicago and in which one can see the
remote antecedent of what was to become the Committee on Eco-
nomic Development. Benton observed that ““the important and ur-
gent angle” in the election result “concerned business.” He recalled
in this connection that “a couple of months ago,” Lewis H. Brown,
president of Johns Manville, had talked to him ‘“about the need for
a major propaganda job for American business.” To this Benton
added:

If I understand Lew correctly, he conceived this was a
counter-irritant to what he called “subversive influences.” It
was my view that such a program might boomerang. Before
launching such an activity, shouldn’t business develop a con-
structive program on problems like unemployment, social se-
curity, etc.? I remember telling Lew that business should pre-
pare itself constructively to cooperate with Roosevelt on his
re-election, that this seemed to me to be an important viewpoint
regardless of the candidate elected, that with Roosevelt’s re-
election the need was much the greater. I for one would gamble
on this, particularly in view of the fact that there is hardly any
other road for business with a better promise of successful
turnings.

Shortly before Thanksgiving, Benton finished collecting his raw
material in Chicago and returned to Southport to write his report.
Instead of a memorandum it turned out to be a full-length book,
which he finished on Christmas Eve. When he got the galleys from
the printer, he sent a set to Hutchins for any changes he felt were
necessary. Hutchins made only one change—a new opening sentence
reading: “A report such as this, to my knowledge, has never before
been written ; surely never before for any university.”

Benton had made no concessions to august academic utterance,
far from the madding crowd. The titles of the three opening chap-
ters, for example, used terms drawn from the world of prizefighting.
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Thus the first chapter, titled, “Weighing In,” gave the background
of the report. Next came a chapter titled “The Purse,” on the theme
that “public relations to most universities is just a fancy name for
money raising.” The following chapter, “The Gate,” recognized the
importance of wealthy donors to the university but argued that
over a long period a friendly “general public’” was even more im-
portant.

Then Benton shifted to the idiom of the advertising world. In a
chapter titled “The Basis of Appeal in Public Relations (or the
Sales Story),” he analyzed the university as Benton and Bowles
would analyze a product before planning an advertising campaign.
What is a university ? What is unique about the University of Chi-
cago? How does the work done on its campus relate to the problem
of existence the individual American faces in his daily life? In an-
swer, Benton provisionally defined the university in terms of its
“public service” and its contribution to the “general welfare.”

One way to develop a business is to find out what the public
wants, then to deliver that product. Another way to develop a
business is to start with your own idea of a product, often far
in advance of what the public thinks it wants, then go out and
sell the public that it should want your product or service.
Often this is the harder way. But often it leads to the develop-
ment of the most profitable business. The second way . . . must
be the way of any university that would be great.

There was an echo here of what he had known about the history
of John H. Patterson and the National Cash Register Company.
The connection was made clear in a chapter titled “The Sales Re-
sistance.” “Ever since the days of John H. Patterson,” he wrote,
“the smart sales manager has trained his men not only in their
sales story, but has also forewarned them of their sales resistance.
Further, he has coached them on how to meet it.”” In the case of the
University of Chicago, the “sales resistance” appeared in the find-
ings of the three surveys Benton had initiated in the summer of
1936. He enumerated the charges they brought to light, then took
up one by one the human instruments that could serve the univer-
sity’s public relations. In separate chapters devoted to each—
Hutchins, the trustees, faculty, students, alumni—he analyzed what
they were not doing to promote the university’s cause, and what
they could and should do.

His treatment of Hutchins’s role was the longest of all. “Mr.



176 PREVIEWS

Hutchins in the public view,”” Benton wrote, “is the University, just
as Henry Ford is the Ford Motor Company, and President Roose-
velt the Democratic party.” He went on to compare education to an
enterprise in which millions of people regarded themselves as stock-
holders. Hutchins, however, was a rarity among university presi-
dents, since he persisted in talking about the need for educational
reforms and thus upset the vested rights of stockholders. Yet should
Hutchins try to make himself as conventional and comforting “as
Queen Mary’s hat’’? The answer was no. If he shunned controversy,
he would stunt the talents that could carry him to the heights of
leadership and make him “the kind of man to whom people turn in
times of crisis.” Everything Hutchins said and did should revolve
around education—the problems confronting all education and
specifically those of the University of Chicago. He should continue
vigorously to espouse reform in education and should crusade for
the university idea.

Benton’s recommendations about what the faculty could do for
public relations further developed an idea he had previously voiced
in different form to Lewis Brown and Colby Chester. There should
be created at the university a forum where businessmen could meet
with leading professors in order to discuss practical problems of
common interest.

The recent election may have paved the way for this. If
there is to be greater freedom of thought and expression, and
a more liberal public attitude, let the University try to capital-
ize on its experience and background. Try to turn what has
been a public relations liability into a public relations asset. In-
vite business men in groups to the University to discuss short-
term and long-term business legislation, and possibly social im-
plications of ma jor legislation passed since 1932 or impending.
This might become an annual series of three or four meetings.
Such correlation on legislative and social questions between
business groups and the Faculty might provide a convincing
demonstration to the former of the need in society for the lat-
ter.

In a chapter devoted to radio broadcasting and films as media for
influencing the public, Benton observed: “If the great universities
do not develop radio broadcasting in the cause of education, it will,
perhaps, be permanently left in the hands of the manufacturers of
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face powder, coffee and soap, with occasional interruptions by the
politicians.” But, “If Mr. Hutchins is correct in anticipating a
great future development in public education, not of the vocational.
type but along cultural lines as working hours shorten, this is a
natural field for radio broadcasting. It makes for equality of op-
portunity for everyone. As printing and books did originally, so can
radio in the decades to come.”

Most programs offered by the networks and billed as “educa-
tional,” said he, were not only mediocre but bad, neither of much
interest nor of educational benefit. To his “amazement,” he discov-
ered that “some Benton & Bowles programs have been classified by
the networks as ‘educational’ ” The University of Chicago was in
the strongest position of any of the great universities to seize the
educational opportunity offered by broadcasting, to develop that
opportunity, and “selfishly to capitalize upon it.” How and why?
“The City of Chicago was one of the three important originating
points for radio programs.” The university itself was “one of the
few in the nation with a faculty equipped in background and in
scholarship to seize the opportunity in broadcasting.” It also had a
running head start because of its broadcasting experience of the
last several years with the “University of Chicago Round Table,”
the first and only regular radio program of controversy.

Benton also had many suggestions for educational films, and
ERPIin particular. He strongly cautioned against the university’s
developing a motion picture company of its own. Rather, its future
in the field should depend on a contractual arrangement with an
outside group. He also urged a shift in emphasis away from making
films for colleges exclusively, to making educational talking pictures
for use in secondary and elementary education. Here the need and
the market were the greatest. Here the university could do the most
good. He suggested that the university inquire into the possibility
of getting a foundation to buy ERPI.

Benton, always sensitive to “brand names,” went on to say that
he was depressed by the name of the University of Chicago. It con-
veyed a picture of a municipal college and not one of the great
privately endowed institutions in the land. It also identified the
university with any unfavorable publicity about the city of Chicago.
“In my opinion,” said Benton, “the name of the University, more
than any other factor handicaps it in taking its rightful place in
public opinion alongside Harvard, Columbia and Yale. If the Uni-
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versity had originally been named ‘Harper University’ [after its
first president], its public reputation today would be greater, and
its public relations problem easier.”

Northwestern University in Evanston, north of Chicago, had an
irrevocable state charter exempting it from taxes. There had been
off-and-on discussions about a merger between it and the University
of Chicago. Benton observed that if the merger occurred, it would
not only give the University of Chicago a chance to win perpetual
tax exemption but also a chance to acquire a new name. Said he:

Northwestern is a far better name than the University of
Chicago. I for one like its association with our frontier, our
pioneering past. Such a concession to Northwestern might
achieve the merger. In public relations, this concession is in
fact an advantage if the merger commends itself on other
counts. Mr. Hutchins suggests the possibility of an entirely
new name for a merged institution. But Northwestern, with a
new Faculty and Administration, would take unto its name a
new significance and through its new association would begin
to be a new name almost immediately.

Would all the new forms of public relations work Benton outlined,
and the additional personnel they required, justify the increased
budgetary cost? “I have never seen an institution with a promotion
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