II
THE MAKING OF A CHRISTIAN MARXIST

1. Early Formation (1888-1910)

Frederic Hastings Smyth was born on September 28,
1888 into a prominent and wealthy family, the local elite of
Clinton, New York. His paternal grandfather, Charles Henry
Smyth, was part-owner and general manager of the Franklin
Iron Works, director of the Clinton Bank, local agent of
several coal companies and president of the company that
managed the Niagara Falls suspension bridge. The Smyth fam-
ily's background was Anglo-Irish and Loyalist. Smyth's
maternal grandmother, Alice (De Wolf) Smyth, came from a
prominent Oswego, N.Y. banking and manufacturing family.1

smyth's father, Frederick De Wolf Smyth, was eldest
of three brothers. In 1886 he helped establish and became
general manager and treasurer of the Clinton Metallic Paint
Company near his father's iron works. The company, which
used the local iron ore, a nearly pure iron oxide, to pro-
duce a non-corrodible reddish brown paint for iron bridges
and barns, flourished.?

Smyth's mother, Gertrude Earle Hastings, also came
from a prominent and wealthy Clinton family. Her great-
grandparents, Seth and Eunice (Parmele) Hastings, were early

settlers in Clinton, where both her great-grandfather and
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grandfather were doctors. She was born and raised in New
York City, where her father, Edward Augustus Hastings, was a
merchant. The family returned to Clinton in 1880. The Has-
tings were descendents of seventeenth century Puritan immi-
grants to Massachusetts. The family included numerous Con-
gregational and Presbyterian clergy, including missionaries
to Ceylon and Hawaii, the hymnist Thomas Hastings and an
early president of Union Theoclogical Seminary, New York,
Thomas Samuel Hastings.3

Family members recall Smyth's mother as very intel-
ligent and friendly but also "peculiar”, sometimes outspoken
to the point of alienating family and friends, other times
moody and withdrawﬁ. Physically, she was very short. She
lost three childreh in childbirth or infancy. Smyth's father
was athletic and outgoing, less interested in the paint
business than in hunting, fishing, golf and horse racing,
though encumbered by a club foot. He resisted his father's
pressure to become more involved in the family business and
in 1903 moved the family to Utica. He died in 1907 from
pneumonia.4

In reflecting on his childhood many vears later,
Smyth explained that the high social status of the Smyth
family in Clinton required avoiding threatening situations
in which one might lose face, such as competitive sports,
and restricted closest relationships to one's social

equals.5 Smyth's cousins recall him as a leader in their
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acﬁivities, good humoured, happy and musical. They recall
his mother as devoted but over-protective. She dressed him
in girls' clothing from an early age. He continued to play
with dolls and occasionally dress in girls' clothing into
late childhood, to-the annoyance of male family members . ©
ASmyth's letteré to his parents from February to
April 1903, when he was attending Cornwall Heights School,
Cornwall-on-Hudson, N.Y., survive. They show a fourteen-
year-old fascinated by nature, going on long hikes, collect-
ing butterflies, making an identification book of birdé and
searching for snakes in the woods. He also played tennis and
golf. While writing descriptions of adventures that must
have greatly alarmed his mother, to whom he signed his let-
ters "Pussy", he repeatedly urged her not to worry. The news
that he was continuing to knit and needed a woman's wig to
play Thisbe in the school play probably did not please his
father. His parents brought him home to attend public high
school at the Utica Free Academy.7
Smyth was raised entirely'in the Episcopal church.
Charles Henry Smyth was on the vestry of St. Jameé', Clinton
and Alice De Wolf Smyth considered herself a Tractarian.
Although raised a Congregationalist, Smyth's mother was
baptized at St. James' in 1883; his parents were married
there in 1887. Smyth was baptized on November 25, 1888, by

the Tractarian rector, Oliver Owen. Owen taught history at
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the Clinton Preparatory School which Smyth attended as a
child. Smyth corresponded with Owen from Cornwall Heights
School. When the family moved to Utica, they attended Grace
church, Utica, where Smyth sang in the choir and was con-
firmed on March 27, 1904.%

In Smyth's early development, one sees a confident
and independent child, intelligent, full of curiosity, sur-
rounded by a supportive but competitive extended family.
Smyth grew up taking wealth and privilege for granted, with
little exposure to poverty or human suffering. Relationships
with social inferiors were limited to family servants. As
the only surviving child of four, he was cherished by his
parents. He resisted his mother's over-protection and paid
little attention to his father's concerns about his effemi-
nacy. Smyth grew up taking success for granted.

This pattern continued at Hamilton College. He was a
brilliant student, maintaining a high honours average
through all four years of study, graduating with an A.B. in
1909. He became a member of Phi Beta Kappa in his junior
year. Upon graduation, the college awarded him the Root
Fellowship, entitling him to a year of study in Europe. He
was pledged to his father's fraternity, Sigma Phi, the old-
est and most prestigious on campus. He was a member of the
college glee club for four years and its leader in his final
year. Classmates and friends included Hawley Truax, later

co-founder and managing editor of the New Yorker; Robert
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Rudd, later professor of English at Hamilton and a supporter
of Smyth's Clinton oratory; and Alexander Woollcott, later
an eminent actor and drama critic. Smyth became a charter
member of the Hamilton dramatic club, the Charlatans, which
Woollcott organized. Woollcott and Smyth played the female
leads, a not uncommon practice at the time at men's
colleges.9
While students and faculty respected Smyth for his

academic and musical abilities, the college yearbook satir-
ized his social pretensions and dramatic abilities:

Little Lord Fauntle Smyth. A Social Stickler: sends his

card into class when he cuts. Also c¢limber: gets nearer

to Genesee Street [a prestigious street in Utica] every

time hiomoves. Confuses dramatic art with St. Vitus'

dance.
The yearbook also satirized Smyth's effeminacy: "The trolly
from Utica brought a winsome, olive-complected damsel, who
lightly tripped across the Campus and matriculated as
'Sister Smyth.'"™ The article went on to announce that the
Smyth-Wocllcott group had both initiated co~education at
Hamilton and established the first sorority.11 Smyth's dark
(he was sometimes mistaken as his mother's black servant)
good looks also attracted admirers. A college newspaper
editorial on respect urged réaders, "Don't tell F. Hastings
Smyth that he's pretty. He is ~- he thinks so =- he knows
it, but don't tell him. It isn't kind."12

His father's death in 1907 did not affect Smyth's






