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            President Kennedy Has a Request
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         Bunny Mellon would always remember where she was—and how she felt—when she got the phone call that transformed her life. The year was 1961, and on that sunny August morning, Bunny was sitting in her four-poster bed at her summer home on the privately owned island of Oyster Harbors in Cape Cod, gazing at the water and looking forward to the day ahead.

         The estate that she shared with her second husband, Paul Mellon, the heir to the Pittsburgh banking and oil fortune, served as an impressive showcase for the couple’s passions. As president of the National Gallery, Paul consumed art, buying troves of paintings by British artists (Stubbs, Turner); Impressionists (Renoir, Degas, Cézanne, Monet); and American artists (Sargent, Homer). The Cape Cod house had such a deceptively cozy money-whispers ambience—wooden ship models, antique duck decoys, quilts on the beds—that visitors were often startled to see the masterpieces on the walls.

         An ardent gardener, Bunny had tamed the property with so many cultivated plots of flower beds and vegetables that it took nine employees to tend them. Walking amid the colorful landscape, Paul would indulgently joke with the gardeners, “Is this one of my $1,000 tomatoes?”

         His wife had fallen in love with flowers as a child, drawn to the gardens and fields of wildflowers at her wealthy family’s properties, which included beachfront rentals in the Hamptons, a New Hampshire farm, and a sprawling two-hundred-acre estate in Princeton, New Jersey. Bunny’s paternal grandfather had licensed and named Listerine, and her advertising genius father, Gerard Lambert, popularized the antiseptic as the cure to the social malady that he invented, halitosis. Born in 1910, the oldest of three children, Bunny found refuge in nature from a household with bickering parents, hovering servants, and an excruciating sibling rivalry with her gorgeous younger sister. Bunny read her father’s gardening books and was given her own land to tend. “I always had a garden,” she recalled, “first a very small square with an enormous sundial that I had spent all my allowance on.”

         Now, at age fifty-one, slender and perfectly groomed, Bunny reveled in creating magnificent outdoor landscapes and unusual floral arrangements. Her Cape Cod property paled in comparison to the couple’s full-time residence, a nearly five-thousand-acre Virginia horse farm with football-field-sized gardens and gigantic greenhouses filled with exotic plants. “The greenhouses went on and on and on,” says Lee Radziwill, the younger sister of Jackie Kennedy. “Flowers from Sicily, flowers from South America, she sent her top gardener everywhere, she told me.”

         Bunny prowled the grounds at her homes in couture Balenciaga gardening clothes, pruning shears in hand. She knew the Latin names of flowers and plants and collected rare books on horticulture. On Cape Cod, she banned the local hardy favorite, hydrangea, in favor of blue salvia, achillea, and sweet peas. Paul Mellon would later admiringly say of his wife, “The thing I envy about Bunny is that from the age of five or six, her entire life has been occupied by horticulture, by one consuming thing.”

         Described in society columns as a style-setter, she embraced such discreet I’m-so-rich-I-don’t-have-to-flaunt-it trends as wearing a gabardine coat lined with mink and customizing her Christian Dior handbags with gold Schlumberger clasps and a hidden gold monogram. Bunny could slip into couture gowns and adorn herself with formidable jewelry—Schlumberger, Verdura, Van Cleef & Arpels, Tiffany’s—to play the perfect hostess. Just a few years earlier, she and Paul had entertained the Queen of England and Prince Philip at the farm.

         Yet she was happiest outdoors, gardening or sketching. In her journals and letters, she wrote lyrically about the fragile opening of a flower petal, seeing the dew at dawn and the change of seasons. In a typical note to her daughter, Eliza, Bunny included a whimsical sketch of wildflowers stretching upward, with a description: “This is how I feel the flowers feel on the first day of summer. It is hot and the air is filled with insect songs. The day stays light and the colors come together like a summer mist.”

         She savored imperfect perfection. At her behest, trees were pruned into rounded shapes, yet she wanted her grounds to reflect the seasons. Woe to the gardener who raked up apples lying on the ground. The errant staffer was ordered to empty the barrels and put the fruit back. The flagstones on her Cape Cod garden terrace were spaced to allow weeds to artfully spring up. “On any of her properties, anything you’d see would be perfect but it wouldn’t seem manipulated, it would seem natural,” says Sam Kasten, a master weaver who produced fabrics for the Mellons’ homes. Bunny wanted to exert control over her environment yet give the illusion that everything was effortless. Her favorite saying was: “Nothing should be noticed.”

         Bunny started her mornings on Cape Cod with breakfast in bed delivered by her maid, with a typical menu of coffee, a poached egg, and kedgeree (an Anglo-Indian dish, made from fresh fish caught by her staff off her dock). Even the trays were pleasing to the eye: Her carpenters had crafted butterfly-shaped wooden trays, at her instruction, and each morning a freshly plucked wildflower was placed in a tiny inkwell as decoration. “Her tray had to be perfect,” says Linda Evora, one of many generations of Cape Cod housekeepers. “We used silver and good china. If she ate in her room at night, she wanted a red rose on her tray, she asked for other flowers earlier in the day.”

         Bunny would linger in her second-floor bedroom, looking at the enticing view: the sailboats traversing the saltwater Seapuit River, the sandy sliver of Dead Neck Island, an uninhabited pristine barrier island owned by the Mellons, and beyond, the Atlantic Ocean. She enjoyed the morning quiet, a time to read the newspapers, write letters, plan menus, or just daydream. Bunny and her husband had adjoining rooms—and, some gossiped, adjoining lives—and while the couple usually shared lunch and dinner, Paul was an early riser and they ate breakfast apart.

         Bunny had divorced her first husband, country newspaper publisher Stacy Lloyd Jr., with whom she had two children, to marry the widowed Paul Mellon in 1948. The son of Treasury Secretary Andrew Mellon, Paul had been ranked by Fortune magazine in 1957 as the fifth-wealthiest man in America. A horse-breeding and racing aficionado, a reserved gentleman with a wry sense of humor, Paul had spent years in analysis to deal with the debris from his wrenching childhood and his parents’ bitter divorce. (Able to afford the best, he was analyzed by Carl Jung and consulted Anna Freud.)

         Paul had been in the public eye his entire life. As a student at Yale, when he turned down an invitation to the secret society Skull and Bones to join rival Scroll and Key instead, this momentous decision merited an article in the New York Herald Tribune. Paul Mellon was a great catch, but he was also an introspective and moody man who had learned to deflect emotions behind a facade of good manners.

         At Cape Cod, the couple had a daily routine: Bunny went sailing in the morning with local boatbuilder Chet Crosby while Paul would test the waters in the afternoon in his own boat, also accompanied by Crosby. Paul’s horses frequently raced at Saratoga during the summer, and he would fly up on his private plane for an afternoon at the races.

         Bunny’s reverie on that August morning in 1961 was broken by the sound of excited conversation and laughter coming from the industrial-sized kitchen on the ground floor. The staff was keyed up since special guests were coming for lunch: President John F. Kennedy and his wife, Jackie. This was not the first time that Bunny’s cook had made corn soup for JFK—in fact, he would often request it in advance—but each occasion was memorable in this heady first year of the Kennedy administration.

         Just four years earlier, a mutual friend had introduced Bunny to Jackie Kennedy. Even though Bunny was nineteen years older than Jackie—and only four years younger than Jackie’s formidable mother, Janet Auchincloss—the two women bonded as if they were contemporaries, each thrilled to have found a trustworthy confidante. Asked whether Bunny was like a best friend, sister, or mother to Jackie, Lee Radziwill replied “More sister.” 

         Bunny and Jackie both loved art and fashion and ballet and all things French. They could tease each other and tell each other the truth. “God, you can’t imagine what a funny girl, she would make you laugh,” Bunny later said of Jackie. “She’s very, very bright.” In the seven months since the Kennedys had been in residence at the White House, Bunny had been a frequent visitor, advising Jackie on redecorating the white elephant of a mansion and arranging flowers for state dinners.

         For seven weekends during the summer of 1961, the president and Jackie had escaped Washington for his father’s compound in Hyannis Port. The couple and their toddlers, Caroline and John Jr.—accompanied by the Secret Service—would frequently take the family motorboat, the Marlin, to cruise the short distance to the Mellon estate for swimming, sailing, and lunch.

         This was a fraught summer for the new president as he grappled with a Cold War crisis. Soviet premier Nikita Khrushchev was belligerently threatening to upend the postwar status quo in Europe by dividing Berlin in half with a barbed-wire fence. Reporters staked out the Kennedys’ Cape Cod estate, anxiously noting which advisers had come to brief the president. Determined to be perceived as confident and unflinching, President Kennedy decided on Sunday, August 13, to carry on with such carefree activities as sailing and going to lunch at the Mellons’ rather than flying back to Washington.

         Bunny had the amenities at hand for a formal meal: delicate china, monogrammed silver, and the large dining room table that had once held pride of place on her father’s racing yacht, the Atlantic. But what she thought would please the president instead was a simple picnic at her modest beach house, an open-air shack on the water with a small kitchen and a wooden-lattice-covered deck furnished with wicker chairs.

         That morning, she was reviewing her plans for the lunch when the phone rang. Jackie Kennedy was on the line and confided in a rushed conversation about her husband’s new idea. “Jack’s going to ask you to do something for him, promise me that you will do it,” she told Bunny. “He wants you to design a garden for him at the White House.”

         “Where?” Bunny asked.

         “Outside his office.”

         As Bunny later recalled, “She was breathless and in a hurry. Before I could answer, she had hung up.”

         The request from the president was simultaneously unnerving and exhilarating. Bunny projected aloof self-confidence but she was, at the core, deeply insecure. She had longed to attend college but her autocratic father had turned her down, urging her to focus instead on finding a suitable husband. She compensated by becoming voraciously well-read.

         She had spent her life in the shadow of two famous and accomplished men, her father and her husband, and lately she had become known as the woman standing beside Jackie Kennedy. Here was Bunny’s chance to step into the spotlight and do something that would, indeed, be noticed.

         “I was sitting in my bed looking out at the sea. How could I cope with a garden of this size?” she wrote in an unpublished reminiscence. “Technical things like drains, water pipes, etc. must be considered and drawings made…I had never had any formal schooling in landscape design, which would have helped now.”

         She worried that she wasn’t up to it—but of course, she had to do it. She roused herself with thoughts of her maternal grandfather, Arthur Lowe, a Massachusetts cotton mill owner who had encouraged her interest in gardens and paid more attention to her than her parents. He had served as the mayor of Fitchburg and had taken Bunny, at a young age, to meet Calvin Coolidge, then the governor of Massachusetts.

         “A voice from my childhood began to speak,” she recalled as she sat in bed and considered Jackie’s request. She remembered her grandfather’s solemn advice: “We are all part of this country and if we have something, however small, to contribute to it we must.”

         That morning, the president and the First Lady attended the 10 a.m. Mass at St. Francis Xavier Roman Catholic Church in Hyannis. “Mrs. Kennedy wore a checked beige princess dress and beige kerchief,” reported the Boston Globe, noting that after the church services, “under a sparkling blue sky fleeced with light clouds,” the couple and their daughter, Caroline, headed by boat to the Mellons’ for a two-hour lunch. During the seaside picnic, the president asked Bunny to join him for a private chat, and broached the subject of the White House garden.

         Even in the midst of a world crisis, Kennedy was thinking about the atmospherics surrounding his presidency. After pioneering and mastering presidential television debates—his handsome, energetic demeanor contrasting with Richard Nixon’s sweaty countenance—the former Massachusetts senator was aware that appearances mattered.

         He had just returned from a state visit to Europe with stops in France, Austria, and England, where he had admired the historic gardens. He wanted Bunny to create the perfect outdoor stage set as the backdrop for his presidency, and for every president to come. He envisioned not just a garden, but rather an American symbol that would be an elegant and welcoming vista.

         “As an amateur, I questioned my ability to design a garden of such importance,” Bunny later wrote. “Paying little attention to that doubt, he bubbled with enthusiasm, with fascinating details of how he wanted a garden to appeal to the most discriminating taste, yet a garden that would hold a thousand people for a ceremony. What gardener could resist? I agreed, on the spot, to meet in September.”

         Five years later, as a Christmas gift, Jackie Kennedy gave Bunny an oversized scrapbook commemorating her work on the Rose Garden with photographs, letters, dried flowers, and humorous and touching commentary. In calligraphy-style handwriting, Jackie described Bunny’s adventures toiling on the project, such as the moment that the gardeners, following Bunny’s design plans, accidentally cut the cable to the Strategic Air Command and briefly put the country on nuclear war alert.

         The photos in the scrapbook ranged from candid family snapshots of the president playing with his children in the flowering garden to grave photos showing JFK solemnly walking through the plot with Defense Secretary Robert McNamara during the Cuban missile crisis.

         Jackie marveled over the beauty of the Rose Garden and stressed that her husband’s happiest times in the White House had been spent there. She wrote that “he will always be remembered” for creating such a scenic spot.

         And on the next page, Jackie added to her dear friend Bunny: “As you will be too.”
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            Chapter Two

            Fifty Summers Later

         

         The voice on the phone was frail but clear, with a hint of Southern gentility. “I have to tell you, my dear, I hate publicity,” Bunny Mellon told me. “I don’t know what I’ve done that has made people so interested in me, more than anyone else.”

         It was the summer of 2011, a half century after President John F. Kennedy had asked Bunny Mellon to design his garden. Now one hundred years old, she had long since faded into genteel obscurity. It had been decades since society columnists breathlessly chronicled her every move. Her intimates were gone: Jackie Kennedy Onassis died in 1994 and Paul Mellon passed away in 1999.

         Suffering from macular degeneration, Bunny had been leading a quiet life on her Virginia farm, rarely venturing out in public.

         But now she had become front-page news, enmeshed in a scandal. An enthusiastic supporter of North Carolina senator John Edwards’s 2008 presidential campaign, she had not only given the former trial lawyer more than $3 million for his issue advocacy organizations but circuitously routed him $725,000 for his personal use. On June 3, 2011, Edwards had been indicted by federal prosecutors and charged with violating campaign-finance laws, using Bunny’s money to conceal his extramarital affair with Rielle Hunter and the existence of their daughter. News helicopters buzzed over Bunny’s farm and the FBI had interviewed her. The case was headed for trial.

         I had written to Bunny to request an interview for Newsweek, mentioning that I knew John Edwards in the hope that might break the ice. In 2001, I had written the first major magazine profile about Edwards, and after the story appeared, he and his wife, Elizabeth, invited my husband, political columnist Walter Shapiro, and me to dinner in Washington. Other private dinners and drinks followed in the capital and on the campaign trail in New Hampshire, Iowa, and Wisconsin. Elizabeth and I had become closer after she was diagnosed with breast cancer, and she mentioned our friendship in her autobiography, Saving Graces. We had e-mailed back and forth the night that her husband had gone on ABC News to publicly admit to his affair with Rielle Hunter. Elizabeth died in December 2010, six months before her husband’s arrest.

         Bunny Mellon’s penchant for privacy was well known. While awaiting her reply to my interview request, I spoke with her friend Bryan Huffman, a North Carolina decorator. They had talked on the phone every night at 9 p.m. for the past decade. Bryan had arranged for Bunny to meet John Edwards and was directly involved in her money transfers to the politician. “It’s been like falling down the rabbit hole with Alice in Wonderland,” he told me. “Bunny and I were the last people on earth who knew about the girlfriend and the baby.” The gregarious Huffman, who had not been accused of any wrongdoing and was scheduled to be a key prosecution witness at the trial, offered to put in a good word with Bunny on my behalf.

         Nonetheless, when my phone rang and Bunny introduced herself, I was startled. “Well, I’ll tell you, dear,” she said, “with all these scary people around who want to know this and know that, it makes my life a misery.” But she had decided to take a chance and call me. She sounded pleased, saying, “Well, this is very nice that we’re talking one-on-one.”

         It quickly became evident that Bunny was eager to chat with someone who knew and liked John Edwards—as I had—and could understand their friendship. News accounts had depicted Edwards as exploiting her for financial gain, but she didn’t see it that way. “He would have been a great president,” she enthused. “He and I were great friends. Every time he’d go on a debate against Hillary, he’d call and we’d talk.” She was drawn to him, Bunny added, because of his “very deep intelligence. He was wise, he was clear, he was a very good person. I don’t like complicated people.”

         Explaining her interest in presidential elections, she referred to her maternal grandfather, Arthur Lowe, who had inspired her to take on the White House Rose Garden. “I’m not politically minded but I want to help. My grandfather told me, ‘If there’s anything you can do for your country, Bunny, do it.’ So I get involved with strange political people, it’s very interesting. I don’t know [Barack] Obama well, but people like John. Am I helping you or hindering you?”

         “You are helping me a lot,” I replied.

         As our conversation meandered over a variety of topics, she kept expressing surprise that anyone was interested in her life, asking, “What have I done that is so unusual?” I brought up the work she had done at the White House and added, “You’ve been a living witness to history.” She replied, with warmth in her voice: “That’s true.”

         She complained that her vision had been failing for several years, a source of great frustration. “I’m happy to talk to you because I can’t put it in letters. It’s hard being one hundred and blind, I don’t mind being one hundred, I can cope with that, but not seeing is scary. I gave something to a friend this morning, I gave it to her upside down.” Bunny asked my age, and when I replied, “Sixty,” she laughed and said, “You’re not too far away.”

         Despite her age, she told me that she kept active with projects and was currently building a “Memory House” on her property to honor her deceased daughter, Eliza, featuring Eliza’s paintings and photographs and a room replicating her art studio. Bunny was now selling some of her properties since she no longer traveled and the maintenance costs were prohibitive. “I’m very busy,” she insisted. “I can’t write but I dictate, I talk to people. I have so much to do. I have a house in Antigua I have to sell, I have lived there for sixty years.”

         She urged me not to write a story about her, suggesting that we get to know each other instead. “My dear, if you want to be a friend to me, let’s stay telephone friends and I won’t talk about my life and what’s going on. I don’t like publicity that way, that’s the way I grew up. I’m so glad to talk to you…What can I do to be your friend and not publish?”

         After I explained that if I turned down the assignment, the magazine would just put another journalist on it, she relented. “If you can’t stop it, then do the best you can, high in attitude, low in knowledge,” she said. With her 101st birthday approaching on August 9, she added, “I may not be here a year from now.”

         “That’s why I want to do the story now,” I replied.

         She laughed, a mellifluous sound. “Oh you’re bad. Just plain bad. We’ll talk again.”

         And we did, several months later. She liked my Newsweek article; I had sent her my biography of Brooke Astor, whom she knew, and I suggested that Bunny’s life would make for a compelling book. Bunny had been contemplating writing an autobiography for years, jotting down notes in her spidery handwriting on scrap paper, legal pads, and daily calendars. But she had put it aside, unwilling to be public during her lifetime. She still wondered whether anyone would care. I assured her that they would indeed.

         She had closed our initial phone conversation by issuing instructions, words that I would take to heart as I began work on this biography.

         “I’ll have to put trust in you and God, write it nice, friendly, non-gossipy. I’m simple, here I am, do it like that. Be kind. Calm it down, Calm it down.”
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            Chapter Three

            The Auction of the Decade

         

         The glossy Sotheby’s catalogues landed on doorsteps in October 2014 with a thunk, sixteen pounds and 1,556 pages worth of lushly photographed objects. This four-volume set depicted the ultimate lifestyle of a bygone era, made possible by a Gilded Age fortune. Sent gratis to valued customers and on sale for $300 by the auction house, supplies quickly vanished and sets began going for $600 on eBay. The catalogue itself had become a collectible.

         The curated contents of seven luxurious homes owned by one family—in Paris, Manhattan, Nantucket, Antigua, Cape Cod, Washington, and Virginia—were for sale, with art (works by Rothko, Seurat, Picasso, O’Keeffe, Diebenkorn); Giacometti tables; more than 160 pieces of serious jewelry (including a rare 9.75-carat blue diamond, a 1925 platinum-and-diamond watch, a white-gold-and-ruby necklace); and enough antique silver and porcelain to entertain the entire Social Register.

         “Property from the collection of Mrs. Paul Mellon” was the title spelled out in blue lettering on the catalogues. But the newspapers—and everyone even remotely in the know—referred to this extravaganza as “the Bunny Mellon auction.” The New York Times pronounced it to be “among the most highly anticipated sales from a fabled family collection.”

         Rachel Lowe Lambert Lloyd Mellon, nicknamed Bunny by her childhood nurse, had died early Monday morning, March 17, 2014, at her snow-dusted estate, Oak Spring Farm, in the tiny village of Upperville, Virginia. Cogent until the end, the 103-year-old widow had conducted fond farewell phone conversations with friends during her final weekend. “We talked two days before she died,” Hubert de Givenchy, the French fashion designer, told me. “About flowers, about a book, about the nice time we had on a boat trip.”

         Unwilling to acknowledge the inevitable, that weekend she urged her friend, the actor Frank Langella, to “call again, soon.” A framed photograph of former North Carolina senator John Edwards remained on her nightstand; she spoke to him one last time. Bunny was comforted by the reassuring voice of Beverly Newton, the psychic whom she had been consulting for more than three decades. “I spoke to her a few hours before she died,” Newton recalls. “I told her to go in peace and that I loved her.”

         During the final twenty-four-hour bedside vigil at her home, Bunny bestowed a frail but loving smile on her irrepressible six-year-old great-granddaughter, Fiona Lloyd, who came skipping into Bunny’s bedroom, bearing a bouquet of just-picked crocuses.

         Shortly thereafter, when informed of the family matriarch’s death, Fiona solemnly pronounced, “She heavened.”

         For Caroline Kennedy, who had been a baby when Bunny befriended her mother, Jackie Kennedy, the news marked the end of a powerful emotional connection. “I can’t imagine the world without Bunny,” Caroline wrote in the days shortly after the death. “She is the last of the great trees that held up the sky of my childhood—tall and strong and graceful—spreading shade and sunlight—and protecting us always with love and strength.

         “She and Mummy were the best of friends and it was a friendship that nurtured and sustained them both through the hardest times. They were like a pair of twins with their own special language, their own love of mischief, and their own special combination of respect for tradition masking a complete disregard for convention.”

         Now, Bunny Mellon’s earthly possessions were to be auctioned off as specified in her will, with the proceeds benefiting the botanical library foundation located on her farm, housing ten thousand rare books and named after her father, Gerard B. Lambert. The photographs in the Sotheby’s catalogues had been chosen to highlight the heiress’s unique twentieth-century history and give the objects price-boosting provenance.

         A candid 1961 snapshot showed Bunny conducting a private chat with President Kennedy at her Cape Cod beach shack. (She is wearing a cotton T-shirt, skirt, and hat; the president is in a short-sleeved white shirt, white slacks, and sunglasses.) A few years later, carrying a distinctive Dior handbag now for sale, Bunny was photographed on the street, looking protectively at Jackie. In a 1966 sketch from Women’s Wear Daily, she is at lunch at the restaurant Lafayette with Truman Capote the day after his famous Black and White Ball.

         In Washington party pictures, she stands posture perfect beside her husband Paul Mellon at National Gallery galas graced by Lady Bird Johnson, Ronald and Nancy Reagan, and George and Barbara Bush. At her Antigua home, she is wearing a straw hat and is sitting barelegged as she relaxes outdoors with her houseguest, Hubert de Givenchy. The embroidered tablecloths that they designed together for Bunny’s exclusive use were now on the market, too.

         One blurry photo looked out of place in the perfectly produced tome: Bunny and Jackie joining their patrician executor, Alex Forger, the now ninety-one-year-old attorney who had chosen Sotheby’s as the auctioneer for both sought-after estates. He had been their mutual champion: negotiating a sizable settlement for Jackie from her estranged husband Aristotle Onassis’s estate, handling four decades of legal work for Bunny, including the fallout of her late-in-life involvement in the John Edwards imbroglio. Bunny had continued to rely on the former Milbank, Tweed, Hadley & McCloy chairman even as he passed traditional retirement age. She had teased him in recent years that given his age and hers, they “were racing for the grave.” Determined to protect her legacy, Forger was supervising Sotheby’s proceedings.

         The upcoming sale of Bunny’s possessions received glowing media coverage as magazine and newspaper articles stressed two themes: her exquisite taste and how much she abhorred attention. “She was fiercely private and rarely opened her home to visitors,” wrote Carol Vogel in the New York Times. The Telegraph in London stated that she “rarely gave interviews and shunned the public eye.” The Financial Times pronounced, “Before her death, few things were known about Bunny Mellon,” and quoted Forger’s remark, “She was more interested in climbing trees than in climbing the social registers.”

         The Pittsburgh Tribune-Review, which closely followed Mellon news because the family fortune was founded in that city, described her as “one of America’s most reclusive socialites.” An article that I wrote for Town & Country was given the title “Inside the Auction of the Decade.” The New York Social Diary’s Jill Krementz wrote approvingly that “she and her husband placed great significance on their privacy.”

         Paul Mellon had frequently praised his wife for influencing his taste and helping build his art collection. But at the National Gallery of Art in Washington, which had received hundreds of paintings and sculptures from the couple, the plaques credited “Mr. and Mrs. Paul Mellon.” Other prominent female donors were listed by their own names, such as Agnes Meyer, the mother of Washington Post publisher Katharine Graham, or Pamela Harriman, the widow of statesman Averell Harriman. Yet Bunny preferred to remain offstage as the unheralded “Mrs.”

         A consummate shopper with a discerning eye and an unlimited budget, Bunny had taken great pleasure in furnishing and updating her homes. She employed a rotating staff of decorators, often housing them rent-free at Mellon properties. She perused auction catalogues, visited art galleries, and made expeditions to antiques stores in Paris, London, Manhattan, Virginia, and Cape Cod. She allowed her gardens and her library to be photographed for magazines such as Vanity Fair, the New York Times Magazine, and Country Life. But only select friends had been inside her homes. “Bunny did not receive many people in Virginia,” Givenchy says in his lilting, French-accented English. “She doesn’t like to know too many people, she’s discreet, she likes privacy.”

         More than five thousand people flocked to Sotheby’s during the week before the auction to experience the six floors featuring Bunny’s possessions. Even the elevators were decorated with replicas of the handsome trompe l’oeil painting in her gardening shed, featuring plants, baskets, and tools. On the top floor, Sotheby’s re-created—with flowing fabric panels—the allée of crab apple trees at Bunny’s farm, a leafy, U-shaped canopy framing a path. The room resembled a secret garden, but the flowers on display were made of gold and precious stones, such as a gold tree-shaped brooch with ruby apples and diamond leaves, a floral spray of cabochon amethysts, and bee-shaped brooches with ruby eyes.

         For celebrity spotting, Sotheby’s was one of the best venues in town that week. The boldfaced names who attended the cocktail previews and the auction itself included Lee Radziwill; designers Valentino, Ralph Rucci, and Tory Burch; and such influential writers as Vanity Fair’s Amy Fine Collins and Vogue’s Marina Rust, an heiress to the Marshall Field fortune.

         This retro-glamour display created an instant trend: Bunny mania. Home décor blogs on Pinterest and Instagram embraced the centenarian as a lifestyle inspiration, and the Internet was flooded with photos and commentary about Bunny’s quirky juxtaposition of extremely valuable and shabby chic finds. Architectural Digest labeled it a “breathtaking private collection.”

         To glide up the escalators at Sotheby’s from one floor to the next was visually overwhelming, due to the sheer quantities of possessions. If Bunny liked an object, she bought obsessively: There were dozens of antique porcelain tureens and serving dishes shaped like cabbages, cauliflowers, sunflowers, pineapples, melons, grapes, and asparagus. “She may not have even known what she had,” says Beverly Newton, her friend and psychic, who attended the auction. Setting the table at Bunny’s homes required multiple decisions: She owned 47 pieces of Georgian silverware, 149 pieces of “Trefid” pattern flatware, a 215-piece set of French porcelain and silverware dating back to 1740, 249 pieces of blue-and-white Tournai and Loosdrecht china, a 134-piece set of 1820 Worcester and Derby Imari porcelain, a 55-piece dinner set of Coalport porcelain, and a 51-piece Meissen dinner set with studies of fruits and berries.

         It went on and on: the myriad of goblets; silver candlesticks; silver coffee and tea sets; ornamental gold, lapis, and enameled snuffboxes; a rug merchant’s bazaar of Aubusson and English needlepoint carpets; and humble Americana hooked rugs. The furniture included a Louis XVI writing table, an eighteenth-century Regency chest, and black lacquered chairs with gold chinoiserie.

         Some of Bunny’s furniture was in poor condition—chairs were scratched and upholstery was threadbare. That might have reflected neglect, but it was actually a studied way of life. Keen to avoid the bright, shiny, and new, Bunny liked things to look timeworn. Truman Capote quipped to Time magazine in 1978 that Bunny always carried a little scissors with her: “When things are looking a little too neat, she takes a little snip out of a chair or something so that it will have that lived in look.”

         She had saved everything. Tidying up in preparation for the sale, her staff at Oak Spring Farm had found boxes of her papers stuffed into closets and under beds: 1912 letters from her father, her Foxcroft report cards from 1926, old menus and seating charts, gardening award certificates from 1954, travel journals from trips with Givenchy, hundreds of pages of correspondence, marked-up appointment calendars, the detritus of daily life. A maid discovered a million-dollar necklace buried under a living-room cushion; Bunny had so many baubles that she had not realized one was missing.

         Sotheby’s scheduled five days for the sale: one night for her art collection, another evening for her jewelry, and three days for everything else. New Yorkers gossiped and gawked as they tried on Bunny’s jewelry (ring size a tiny 4), sat on her dining room chairs, and imagined scenes from her privileged life. Yet there were clues signaling that Bunny’s wealth could not protect her from heartache. The Foxcroft yearbooks of her childless daughter, Eliza Lloyd Moore, were shelved amid a display of books for sale. Eliza had died in 2008, and with Bunny gone, there was no one left to cherish these autographed volumes from her daughter’s youth.

         An intricate gold Verdura compact had been a gift to Bunny from her first husband, Stacy Lloyd, upon his return from serving in the Office of Strategic Services (OSS) in London during World War II. Her monogram was spelled out by twenty-six rubies. Engraved with the dates he was off at war—September 18, 1942–January 27, 1945—he inscribed it “To Bun with all my love.” But the marriage had ended less than two years later.

         The sheer quantity of jewelry and precious objects was disquieting. When Bunny’s grandson Thomas Lloyd and his wife, Rickie Niceta, arrived at Sotheby’s sixth floor and saw the vast display cases filled with baubles, Rickie burst into tears. It wasn’t grief that caused her reaction, but rather an insight into Bunny’s psyche. “There was case after case, forty Rolex watches, bracelets, purses, rings,” explains Rickie. “I felt like there had been a true hole in her heart, and she was desperate to fill it. She tried to fill the void by buying all that stuff. It made me so sad.”

         Indeed, those familiar with Bunny’s shopping patterns acknowledge that there was a compulsive quality to her behavior. “I think Mrs. Mellon could not go to bed in the evening if she hadn’t bought something during the day,” says Akko van Acker, an antiques dealer based in Paris who was one of Bunny’s confidants. Pierce MacGuire, the former director of Schlumberger sales at Tiffany’s, says that Bunny wanted to possess virtually every design that the jeweler created but often did not bother to take her purchases home. “We kept them in a suitcase for her in the safe,” he says. “She was a collector.”

         For Bunny’s family members, friends, and former employees, the sale evoked a kaleidoscope of images. She could be down-to-earth and funny, regal and icy, extremely thoughtful and heroically stoic, breezily dismissive and willfully oblivious. She was elusive. Often people did not know quite where they stood, which version of Bunny might appear on any given day. Her ability to keep people off balance gave her power. She used her money as a reward and a weapon. Flipping the Oscar Wilde quip, she knew the value of everything and the price of nothing.

         Legendary Vogue fashion editor Babs Simpson, one of Bunny’s closest female friends dating back to the 1950s, admired her enormously. “I think that if Bunny had been born poor, she would have done something quite important, in decorating or designing, because she had innate talent and imagination. She was essentially creative,” says Simpson, who at 101 had been following the sale from a Westchester assisted-living home. When Simpson was building an oceanside home in Amagansett, Bunny suggested installing a sunken garden. “Bunny scribbled it on a piece of paper and gave it to me, it looked like a Mondrian.” The completed garden received accolades: Oscar de la Renta described it as “one of the most beautiful gardens I’ve ever seen.”

         Yet Bunny had a habit of dropping people without explanation, and after a half century of friendship, one day she dropped Babs. “I never felt badly about it, because that’s the way she was,” Simpson says philosophically. “I was sorry, but it wasn’t upsetting.”

         Hairstylist Maury Hopson, famous for coifing celebrities including Elizabeth Taylor and Barbara Walters, viewed Bunny as an unusually refined and low-key client. “She put the b in subtle,” says Hopson, a Texas native who got his start working at Kenneth Battelle’s salon, which Bunny patronized. “She was so serene, she never raised her voice, she was very gracious. She didn’t seem to have a big ego.”

         In her sumptuous apartment on a high floor at Manhattan’s River House, overlooking the East River, Deeda Blair, the philanthropist and ageless style icon whose husband, William, had been an ambassador during the Kennedy administration, paged through the Sotheby’s catalogues. Blair had shared an overlapping social life with Bunny and mutual friends such as Hubert de Givenchy and Perry Wheeler, the gardener who worked with Bunny on the White House Rose Garden. As Blair showed me the yellow Post-its that she had put on the catalogue flagging favorite items, she smiled in recalling the heiress’s eccentricities.

         “Bunny rang up and said she understood I was going to Paris for the collections,” Blair recalled. “Would I take a very tiny package to Hubert? I said, ‘Of course.’ She said, ‘I’ll have my car meet you at the plane, he’ll drive you into town and then take the package to Givenchy.’ It was in my hand luggage. Mercifully, the French never open any bags. I had no idea what was in it.” The package was beautifully wrapped and looked expensive, as if it might contain Schlumberger cuff links.

         “I had lunch or dinner later that week with Hubert,” she continued, “and I said, ‘Did your package arrive safely?’ He sort of found a way of telling me what it was. It was a stone with a cord tied around it.” How absurd to go to so much trouble to hand-deliver a rock that Bunny found on a beach. Yet, as a taste arbiter, if Bunny liked even a humble object, her aesthetic approval had a transformational effect. As Deeda recalled, “It was special. He was thrilled.”

         Decorator and former antiques shop owner Howard Slatkin couldn’t bring himself to attend the auction, saying, “It was too sad for me.” He had seen those items at Bunny’s homes. “She had the unique and rarest ability among the very rich, seriously rich, to put comfort as the first priority,” he says. “Most of the super-rich want to let you know what they have and how grandly they live, she was the opposite.”

         Jackie Onassis introduced him to Bunny back in the 1980s, and he felt privileged to have spent time with the women. “They were so natural with each other, comfortable and relaxed. There was a lot of literature talk, they’d be reading the same books and discussing the same characters.” Now hundreds of Bunny’s books were on sale, including poetry by Emily Dickinson, Langston Hughes, and W. B. Yeats; novels by D. H. Lawrence and William Faulkner; and plays by William Shakespeare and George Bernard Shaw.

         There were so many stories attached to Bunny’s possessions, tales that reflected her sometimes rocky relationship with her second husband, Paul Mellon, and other family members. A silver tray played a starring role in an account by Bunny’s longtime decorator, Paul Leonard. Shortly before he died of cancer in 2002, Leonard wrote an outline for an acid-tinged memoir with the title Bunny Dearest. He described joining Bunny and her husband for dinner and frequently seeing “Paul’s verbal abuse, especially after he had a few Martinis.”

         Paul Mellon attacked Bunny’s intellectual acuity on one especially memorable night. “It was quite a ping pong match and I could only be the silent observer,” Leonard wrote. “Bunny’s last resort was her female instinct to cry, or to try not to cry. I recall the door to the kitchen opening, with the butler David appearing holding a silver tray with a stack of Kleenex!”

         Now four of these silver trays were for sale, with presale estimates of up to $10,000.

         For Louise Whitney Mellon, who had been married to Paul Mellon’s son, Timothy, the porcelain cabbages brought back memories of family tensions. Tim Mellon had been five years old when his widowed father married Bunny in 1948, and he did not always get along with his stepmother. Louise recalled that when she was dating Tim in 1983, visiting his waterfront Connecticut home, something sparked his anger toward Bunny. “Bunny had given Tim a version of the cabbage,” Louise recalled. “We were at his house in Guilford, and he took it out and smashed it on the rocks. I think he felt better after that. I was surprised.” Yet Bunny had managed to have the last word—she left Tim only one possession in her will, another porcelain cabbage.

         Bunny’s prized possessions, two Mark Rothko paintings, came with backstories, too. Bunny visited the artist’s studio with Givenchy in the fall of 1970, several months after Rothko’s suicide. Rothko’s bold, oversized canvases stirred her deeply. Her husband was not a fan of abstract art, but she convinced Paul to purchase nine Rothko paintings.

         An enormous, sunny orange-and-yellow canvas, painted in 1955, had shimmered on the wall of Bunny’s Oak Spring Library; now it had a presale estimate at Sotheby’s of $30 million. A second Rothko carried a $15 million estimate—a smaller, stark blue-and-purple canvas that had been painted by the artist in the torturous weeks just prior to his death.

         During her lifetime, Bunny had taken advantage of the soaring value of her artworks. Bunny had received a $110 million bequest from Paul Mellon upon his death in February 1999, along with their properties and many valuables. But the cash flow necessary to maintain her standard of living was astronomical. “Her lifestyle cost her about $20 million a year,” admitted Thomas Lloyd, her grandson. “She didn’t want to pare down or fire any employees, a testament to how loyal she was.” With a payroll of nearly two hundred people, including butlers, cooks, laundresses, maids, gardeners, mechanics, carpenters, two pilots on standby, a masseuse, a librarian, even a cheese maker for her own dairy, Bunny had lived in a way unimaginable even to today’s hedge fund trophy wives.

         In the years following Paul Mellon’s death, she had rapidly gone through all the money that he left her. To raise cash, she sold the New York town house for $22.5 million, her Cape Cod estate to billionaire William Koch for $19.5 million, and her Paris apartment for an undisclosed sum. But those sums were not enough to keep her going. So Bunny had gone into debt, borrowing $250 million against her art and gambling—correctly—that the Rothkos would appreciate. Prior to the auction, Bunny’s estate sold two of her Rothkos and a Richard Diebenkorn painting for an estimated $300 million. The proceeds from that private sale paid off her loans and fulfilled bequests to family members and friends.

         With so much hype prior to the Sotheby’s auction, it seemed impossible that the event could live up to expectations. But when Bunny’s forty-three paintings went on sale on the chilly evening of November 9, the auction room was packed and the bidding was frantic. The rare blue Rothko beat the presale estimate, bringing in $39.9 million, while the orange Rothko canvas sold for $36.5 million to the Helly Nahmad Gallery. The designer Valentino lifted his paddle to win a Richard Diebenkorn Ocean Park painting for $9.7 million. The art sale brought in $158.7 million.

         Bunny’s jewelry received an equally enthusiastic reception at the November 21 evening auction. The diamond-and-ruby apple-tree brooch, estimated at $3,500, was bid up to $26,500; a bunny-shaped brooch of diamonds, with a presale estimate of $20,000, sold for $78,125. A whimsical charm bracelet with the fixings for Paul Mellon’s drink of choice—a martini—went for $37,000, more than three times the expected price. The room turned silent as two out-of-town bidders, working through auctioneers by phone, kept raising their offers in $100,000 increments to buy Bunny’s rare blue diamond. After twenty minutes, when the final buyer won with a record $32.6 million bid, the room erupted in applause.

         Artworks and jewelry have an inherent resale value even if provenance adds to their luster. But the bidding was frenzied for virtually anything that had once belonged to Bunny Mellon. A piano stool, valued at $1,800, sold for $5,625; an antique maple child’s chair, with a presale $200 estimate, sold for $2,375; a 1940s hooked rug of a jockey astride a horse, estimated at $300, went for $8,125. The paddles flew into the air.

         Bryan Huffman, Bunny’s confidant during the last decade of her life, had come from his home in Monroe, North Carolina, to bear witness and appeared mesmerized by the action during three long days. Every item jogged memories, and he free-associated for hours about their encounters. There was the time Bunny swooped in by private jet to visit his weekend mountain cottage, the late-night phone calls (“There was a thunderstorm at 4 a.m. and she was scared”), and her mischievous joy in supporting John Edwards’s bid for the presidency. Colorfully dressed in a rust-and-orange tweed jacket with a silk pocket square, wearing Schlumberger cuff links that had been a gift from Bunny, he was surprised to see his inexpensive gifts to Bunny on sale, such as a blue basket that he had found for $18 at an antiques shop. In the catalogue, a bronze sculpture of a leaping rabbit was listed as “20th Century British School,” but Huffman said that description was pretentious, explaining, “I got it at a decorator’s showroom for $200.”

         After the basket sold for an astonishing $4,000, we began betting on the likely price of the sculpture. Neither of us guessed high enough. When the winning bid came in at $40,000, Bryan laughed so hard that he nearly fell off his chair. He found it bizarre that his tokens had morphed to gold by passing through Bunny’s hands. I asked the winning couple, seated behind us, why they had spent so much. Looking at me as if I just didn’t get it, the woman replied, “It was Bunny’s bunny. We had to have it.”

         The sale of Bunny’s possessions brought in $218 million, double the auction house’s original estimate. Yet even as the stragglers left the building and employees prepared to ship her possessions to the far corners of the globe, there was a poignant undertone.

         The auction house scene had resembled a real-life version of the last moments of the movie Citizen Kane, when a newsreel crew walks among the vast 13contents of his castle, Xanadu, marveling over the profusion of sculptures, paintings, and furniture collected by newspaper magnate Charles Foster Kane, a character based on William Randolph Hearst. The movie dialogue:

         “How much do you think all of this is worth?”

         “Millions, if anyone wants it.”

         “He sure liked to collect things, anything and everything.”

         “If you put all this stuff together, palaces, paintings, toys and everything, what would it spell?”

         The auction had made Bunny Mellon famous again. But as with Charles Foster Kane, these possessions merely evoked tantalizing elements of her history, silent household props that had witnessed the drama of a remarkable twentieth-century life. There was so much more to tell.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

            Childhood Treasures:

A Bottle and a Book
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         Hidden in plain sight, unobtrusively tucked among her pricy treasures, were clues to Bunny Mellon’s early life. Her Cape Cod staff had been warned not to throw out an old bottle of Listerine with a rusty cap, which she kept in her private getaway cottage, the Dune House. A worn 1913 children’s book, Flower Guide: Wild Flowers East of the Rockies, was stored at her Virginia library along with rare fifteenth-century manuscripts worth millions of dollars.

         These were cherished totems from her past, connections to the two dominant figures who shaped Bunny Mellon’s life: her brilliant businessman father, Gerard Lambert, and her maternal grandfather, Arthur Lowe, a Massachusetts gingham manufacturer, politician, and outdoorsman.

         From her self-confident and restless father, she learned resilience, good taste, and how to navigate the American aristocracy. Thanks to her grandfather, Bunny developed a sensitive connection to nature, paying close attention to plants and flowers, learning birdcalls and taking pleasure in the sounds of tree branches whooshing in the wind. Her father was uninterested in religion; her grandfather pointed out the glories of God as seen through nature. Looking back on her life, Bunny wrote of her father and grandfather:

         
            They were great friends and each always spoke of the other with kindness and deep admiration. Being a child, the great compatibility between these two men I took for granted. Now I realize they created the structure, like the beams in a great barn, that are still there when life becomes too difficult, that keeps me going.

         

         
            *  *  *

         

         From the late 1880s into the mid-twentieth century in St. Louis, the Lambert family served as a cautionary tale to those who dreamed that money was the solution to all problems. The Lamberts were rich—wonderfully, fabulously rich—and spent their money ostentatiously on grand houses with large retinues of staff, and once automobiles and airplanes were invented, they snapped up the latest models equipped with every conceivable gadget. But despite their riches, for three generations the Lamberts careened from one tragedy to another.

         The family fortune had been built on the unlikely success of an antiseptic liquid invented in 1879 by Dr. Joseph Lawrence of St. Louis. He was inspired by British physician Joseph Lister, who had pioneered antiseptic surgery by using carbolic acid on dressings to prevent infection. Dr. Lawrence created a gentler formula.

         Jordan Wheat Lambert, the son of a Virginia banker, had been a chemistry major at Randolph-Macon College and moved with his wife, Eliza Winn, to St. Louis to join a wholesale drug company. Lambert licensed the right to manufacture and market Dr. Lawrence’s new antiseptic and started his own firm to do so. To create instant credibility for the product, Lambert traveled to London and convinced Dr. Lister, who had been knighted by Queen Victoria, to permit the use of his name for the new liquid. The moniker: Listerine.

         Sold to doctors and dentists, Listerine was an immediate success. Jordan Lambert built a large brick home with stained glass windows, an Oriental smoking room, and a playroom for his burgeoning family. Gerard Lambert was born in 1886, the family’s fifth child. Jordan Lambert, a civic booster, was active in the Knights Templar Conclave, the American Musical Association, and local Democratic politics. In 1887, he was among the local leaders who went to the White House to meet President Grover Cleveland and invite him to St. Louis. When the Democratic Convention was held in St. Louis in June 1888, Lambert helped organize the event.

         But on December 31, 1888, the St. Louis Republic ran a story, “At Death’s Door,” reporting that Lambert was suffering from a bad cold, hallucinations, and nervous exhaustion from overwork. He died in January 1889 at the age of thirty-eight, likely of an infection. Weeks after his death, his grieving wife, Eliza, gave birth to her sixth child, a boy named Wooster. Two months later, the widow contracted pneumonia and died on March 30. The St. Louis Republic, trying to find a comforting coda to this tragic tale, wrote of the children, who ranged in age up to fourteen: “They will be well provided for financially as Mr. Lambert’s estate is a large one.”

         But for the six rambunctious orphans—Albert, Jordan Jr., Marion, Lily (the lone girl), Gerard, and baby Wooster—their living situation was now tenuous. Their uncle John Winn and his wife, Clara, moved from Virginia to St. Louis to care for the Lambert siblings, taking them South each summer, where they experienced a different culture. “In the early Virginia days each of us had our own colored companion,” Gerard wrote. “Mine was named George Washington.”

         After their uncle died and their aunt moved away, their grandmother took over the household, but then she passed away. The Lambert children subsequently raised one another. At age fifteen, a rebellious Gerard told his banker guardians that he would no longer follow their instructions and moved in with his twenty-one-year-old brother, Marion, who taught him to box, fish, and shoot. A skilled high school athlete, Gerard won the pole vault in the 1904 interscholastic Olympic, a statewide contest in conjunction with the St. Louis Olympic Games. One of his classmates was the poet T. S. Eliot. According to the biography Young Eliot: From St. Louis to “The Waste Land” by Robert Crawford, the future writer disliked and envied Gerard Lambert, stating, “He was rich, he was good at mathematics (which I was not) and he was an athlete and won cups.”

         Smart, inquisitive, and spoiled, Gerard stood out from his classmates when he enrolled at Princeton by virtue of his excessive spending. He rented a five-room suite for himself on top of a bank building and installed a Pianola, bought a Peerless limousine, and hired a chauffeur. As he admitted in his autobiography, he liked to show off to his classmates by having his chauffeur drive him the few hundred feet from his home to the campus chapel. In 1907, at age twenty-one, he received a lump sum of $300,000 (the equivalent of more than $7 million today) and could count on an additional $50,000 per year in dividends. But after his tumultuous childhood, he yearned for stability.

         During his senior year at Princeton, a pretty redheaded eighteen-year-old Briarcliff student, Rachel Lowe, nicknamed Ray, caught his eye at a party. Her father, Arthur, was a self-made success and an instant father figure for Gerard Lambert. Born in 1853, one of twelve children of a Scottish immigrant farmer, Arthur had been forced to drop out of school to help his father run a slaughterhouse. After marrying sweetheart Annie Parkhill, he launched a company with his father-in-law, a former factory worker, to manufacture gingham. A staunch Republican and history buff, Arthur was elected mayor of Fitchburg, Massachusetts, in 1893. As president of the National Cotton Manufacturers Association, he was an unofficial adviser on tariffs to President William McKinley.

         His daughter Ray attended Miss Porter’s School in Farmington, Connecticut, the premier finishing school of the era. A petite teenager at five foot two with a porcelain complexion, she had grown up in a Calvinist family with frugal New England values. The exuberant Gerard with his inherited wealth held out the promise of a more exciting life.

         Wedding invitations went out in June 1908, and after Gerard’s Princeton graduation, the couple tied the knot. After the de rigueur European honeymoon accompanied by a chauffeur and a valet, the couple rented an apartment in Manhattan at Sixty-Sixth Street and Madison Avenue, and Gerard began to cast around for a profession.

         Back in St. Louis, Gerard’s three older brothers—Albert, Jordan Jr., and Marion—had all gone to work for Lambert Pharmacal. Albert Bond Lambert ran the family company, but his true passion was flight. An amateur pilot and balloonist, he bought one of the early Wright Brothers flying machines, converted a hayfield into what would become the city’s aviation center, Lambert Field, and helped the U.S. Postal Service develop the first airmail route.

         The youngest family member, Wooster, was a playboy who sparked such entertaining headlines as: ANXIOUS MOTHERS SET SNARES FOR WOOSTER LAMBERT, RICHEST YOUNG BACHELOR IN ST. LOUIS to WOOSTER LAMBERT ARRESTED SIXTH TIME AS SPEEDER and ECCENTRIC WEALTHY YOUNG CLUBMAN OF ST. LOUIS PAYS $3000 FOR COLE LIMOUSINE TO SATISFY WHIM.

         Sister Lily Lambert’s life had been marked by heartbreak. A year after her marriage to millionaire James Theodore “Ted” Walker, Lily gave birth to a baby boy. A freak accident upended their privileged life in May 1906. Ted Walker noticed that the water pressure in their house was low. In the dark equipment shed, he struck a match to see the pump’s gauge and gasoline fumes exploded. He died from the burns. The distraught Lily emerged from seclusion a few years later to marry her brother Albert’s college classmate, physician Malvern Clopton.

         Gerard had no desire to return to memory-laden St. Louis, and the burdens and expectations associated with being a Lambert. Remaining in Manhattan, he spent two years at Columbia’s School of Architecture, tinkering in his spare time as an auto parts inventor. He patented several devices but could not make a financial go of it. However, his yearly Listerine income made it possible for him to rent summer homes in the Hamptons and buy his first yacht.

         On August 9, 1910, at 2 a.m., Gerard and his wife welcomed their first child, Rachel Lowe Lambert, at their East Side apartment. The infant was never called by the name on her birth certificate. “From the moment of her birth Miss Fishback, Ray’s trained nurse, called her Bunny and Bunny she has been to this day,” her father wrote in his autobiography, recalling her as a “fat, chubby little girl.”

         But the joy of a firstborn in the house was tempered by another family crisis. Gerard’s sister, Lily, contracted a tooth infection, which turned into septic poisoning. She died in November 1911, at age twenty-seven.

         In mourning and unsure about his future, Gerard dropped out of architecture school and enrolled in New York Law School. His wife was as indecisive about where she wanted to live as her husband was about his career. At one point, Gerard was paying rent simultaneously on five different residences—a New York City apartment and Long Island homes in East Hampton, Westbury, Cedarhurst, and Roslyn—while the family was actually living at the Briarcliff Inn.

         When Bunny was two years old, her mother gave birth in 1912 to a son, Gerard Jr. “Daddy is so glad to write you and tell you about your little Baby Brother,” wrote Gerard to his daughter, in a note meant to be read out loud by Bunny’s governess. “Brother came down from heaven early in the morning. Your Mama and Daddy were here when he came.” He added that Bunny would have “such a good time” with her new playmate.

         Gerard Jr., nicknamed Sonny, was a sickly infant who immediately endured an operation to fix a stomach problem. Ray Lambert was so distraught over the baby’s condition that her husband consulted a doctor for guidance on how to calm her nerves. Bunny was no longer the center of attention.

         Bunny’s earliest formative memories were of flowers. “Life as I remember began for me in my godmother’s garden behind the dunes in East Hampton,” she wrote in an autobiographical essay. “I remember looking up and seeing large blossoms of white phlox not far above my head. I reached up to pick them and was told not to touch until I had permission. But the remembrance of the scent, the scene, the atmosphere is still clear. My mother said I was three years old then. This was the conscious beginning of life and my love of nature, outdoors and all its intricate meanings.”

         Bunny’s parents were both preoccupied during her childhood. Her father was in mourning for his sister, and her mother was focused on the health of her infant son. Bunny’s sense of alienation deepened when her younger sister was born in 1914, named Lily after her father’s deceased sister. Ecstatic over the newborn, Gerard Lambert gushed that even as a baby, Lily was beautiful, a word that he did not use in referring to Bunny. She noticed, and it stung.

         Bunny resented her sister and felt unattractive by comparison. She actively disliked her mother, who seemed uninterested in her oldest child. Nearly a century later, Bunny still recalled the pain of feeling like the odd one out in her family. Her confidant Bryan Huffman summarized the conversation: “Lily was the pretty one. Her father loved Lily, her mother loved little Gerard, it was important to her father that he had a son.” Huffman, who has a photographic memory of some of their chats, adds that she told him, “I was left to be myself, and my grandfather Lowe loved me.”

         Indeed, he did. During the six weeks each summer that she spent with her maternal grandparents at their mansion in Fitchburg or their farm in the tiny town of Rindge, New Hampshire, Bunny received an ongoing tutorial on nature.

         She recalled that her grandfather took her out for adventures, “leading me through woods and up mountains, and taking me on trips to Concord, Massachusetts, to learn and study the world of Thoreau, Emerson and Hawthorne.” The two of them spent nights outdoors at the farm. “If the weather permitted, Grandpa and I slept in two hammocks strung on the screened porch,” she wrote. “Grandpa would teach me about stars and the night sounds of animals.” At home she was waited on by an army of servants, but her grandfather put her to work: When they were at his farm, Bunny would get up early to prime the pump and heat the water for her grandfather’s shave. He set aside a small plot of land so she could create her first garden.

         In his humorous and encouraging letters, Arthur Lowe paid attention to Bunny’s girlish whims, teased her about her poor spelling, and encouraged “Dear Old Bun” to read about Abraham Lincoln, “one of the greatest men of our country.”

         Bunny loved fairy tales and concocted her own versions. In a letter to her grandfather, she wrote about the fate she imagined for good little girls and boys:

         
            Dear Grandpa,

            …As soon as they have gone to sleep lots of angels come down and take them up with them into heaven and there they have their little bed and the angels put them in it and put lovely sky covers over them.

            While I was one of those tonight and when I awoke in the morning I woke before the angels had put me down in my little bed on earth and I saw the loveliest things, everything while I was in my little cloud bed and part of heaven had come down with me and someday I hope I can go to heaven and stay with you.

         

         He replied, on stationery from Hotel Ormond, Ormond Beach, Florida:

         
            My dear Bun,

            …I am glad you have imagination. It will be splendid all your life to think out these lovely things. Do you know, when I go out in the early morning and hear the birds and the bugs and the crickets and the grass hoppers and the frogs and the flies and see the lovely butterflies and moths, I wonder if they don’t belong to the fairy family.

            Your little story about being taken up into the clouds and spending the night in cloud beds in the care of angels is really beautiful…God makes all these lovely beautiful things and gives us the minds and hearts to know about them and to love them.

         

         Bunny would never become a regular churchgoer, but her grandfather’s religious beliefs stayed with her. She would view the great outdoors as her personal sanctuary and conduct private conversations with God.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Gerard Lambert jettisoned law school without graduating but came up with new career options. Envisioning himself as a builder, he put his fortune into two simultaneous projects: constructing his dream estate in Princeton and embarking on a new business venture in Arkansas. Arthur Lowe owned cotton-growing operations in the state and Gerard Lambert aimed to replicate his father-in-law’s success, albeit on a grander scale.

         With typical bravado, he bought twenty-one thousand wooded acres near the city of Elaine, Arkansas, and threw himself into what the Fort Wayne Sentinel described in a headline as BUILDING A MINIATURE EMPIRE. As the newspaper gushed in a full-page feature about Gerard Lambert: “When he saw a rich wilderness and the soil that nourished its fertile growth, his big idealistic imagination set him to wanting a property of his very own—one which he could develop as he wished and work out the dreams that were stirring his brain.” Gerard planned to make money by cutting down the trees and selling the oak and ash, and then planting cotton in the fields.

         He built a lumber mill, a private railroad to haul the logs away, a cotton mill, shacks to house the workers, an electric light plant, waterworks, and a school. He planned to offer health care. Working with a partner, Henry Holbrook, the two men combined their names to call their new town Lambrook.

         The population of Lambrook was largely African American; of Lambert’s 650 employees, only fifty were white. In his 1956 memoir, All Out of Step, he revealed a casually racist attitude toward his employees. “It was the custom to give each colored family anywhere from twenty to forty acres and build them a house,” he wrote. “They preferred small houses and I found they liked to line them inside with newspapers. These sharecroppers were not very intelligent about their economic affairs.”

         An uneducated workforce is easily exploited. If Gerard had built homes equipped with insulation, stuffing the walls with newspapers would not have been necessary. For the sharecroppers, it was impossible to get ahead, since almost every penny earned went back to their employer for rent and expenses.

         Gerard Lambert may have been idealistic at the start of this venture, but he came to view his cotton plantation with the profit-at-all-costs eyes of a businessman.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Quiet and sensitive, self-described as “painfully shy,” Bunny was attuned early to the frictions in her parents’ marriage. One scene made a lasting impression. “Daddy cut his foot with an ax and Mother told him not to come in on the new floor,” Bunny wrote decades later. “She gave him a painter’s rag to mind it and I stood by watching with great fear.”

         Bunny took her father’s side over her prim-and-proper mother, who played the role of the disciplinarian. Her mother’s stern reactions stayed with Bunny. “One day I cut Lily’s hair and was punished for days by Mother,” she wrote. Bryan Huffman recalls that Bunny was critical of her mother: “Bunny said her mother was not very nurturing. She said her mother was one of those phony religious types—always had to have the bishop over for tea.” Bunny’s niece, Lily Lambert Norton, says, “Neither girl got along with their mother. She was too New England—strict, staid, rigid.”

         In the vast fifty-two-room Albemarle estate equipped with a ballroom and a library, the three children had the top floor to themselves. Gerard and Rachel Lambert left the day-to-day upbringing to the staff. Bunny recalled that her sister would “promenade through the house with five or six bath towels pinned together as a train swaying from her shoulder, a paper gold crown on her head.” Their father found Lily’s antics adorable. “From her childhood she loved to dress up like a queen,” he wrote. “She liked to put on a beautiful costume and pirouette and dance.”

         While her sister was twirling around the house, Bunny and her brother were investigating the woods and stream on the property. She was curious about the inner workings of the household, too, trying to learn from the maids how to iron and burning her hands. Her father had taken charge of the décor and upkeep. Bunny was intrigued by his mixed message on appearances. As she recalled, the staff was constantly shining the brass and silver and polishing the floors, yet “chairs and curtains were allowed to become shabby and ‘sat in looking.’” This was the epitome of WASP shabby chic, and Bunny would later follow the same practices in her own homes.

         Bunny was captivated by fairy tales and children’s books, drawn to the nature-themed illustrations in works by Beatrix Potter and Kate Greenaway. These books inspired her own small-scale landscape creations. “Beginning in our garden sand-box, then later in flat wooden boxes like large seed trays, I built miniature gardens using blue paint, twigs and whatever helped to simulate these enchanted pictures.” she later wrote. “Small plants lined my window sill and I gathered wild-flower seeds as if they were gold found in streams.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         America entered World War I on April 6, 1917. Gerard Lambert’s brothers were already involved in the war effort: Marion was working as a volunteer ambulance driver in France; Albert had organized the Aviation Reserve; and Wooster quickly trained as a surveillance photographer and joined an Army unit in France. Brother Jordan Lambert Jr., forty-three, was preoccupied with his own problems; he committed suicide in August 1917, said to be distraught over the disintegration of his second marriage.

         The thirty-one-year-old Gerard Lambert could have avoided the conflict because of his age, but a month after his brother’s death, on September 18, 1917, he enlisted in the Army’s Air Service, the predecessor of the Air Force. Initially stationed in Princeton, he taught artillery observation and ran a gunnery school. In the summer of 1918, he was sent to London and attached to the Royal Air Force, where his assignment was to study night-bombing tactics. In his off hours, he played the man-about-town, including attending a weekend house party where he taught the fox-trot to Lady Randolph Churchill, Winston’s mother. Gerard never saw combat.

         Nonetheless, for Bunny and her two siblings, their father’s absence was troubling. Arthur Lowe tried to boost Bunny’s spirits. “Your Grand Pa is lonesome for his play mate,” he wrote to her on September 21, 1918. “There is no one to go with him for the morning paper, no one to bring me the morning sunshine.” When Bunny was operated on (for what was likely appendicitis), he complimented her bravery “to take the ether and let the doctor put a permanent mark on your little tummy. I envy you the joy you will have after it is all over and you join the society of those who have had an operation to brag and talk about.”

         When she visited her grandparents at their home in Fitchburg, Bunny witnessed the hum of activity at his fabric factory. “In the summer you could hear the sound of the looms clacking through the open windows and smell the dye of the cloth as it washed into the river,” she later recalled. As much as she adored her grandfather, that was a sobering experience for a budding environmentalist.

         Put to bed at 8:30 p.m., she stayed up to listen to the Friday night band concerts as the musicians played “The Star-Spangled Banner.” “No one ever saw this scene of a little girl in a long night dress standing beside her bed, with a sense of pride in her heart…Grand pa was very patriotic and I was taught its importance.”

         Arthur Lowe encouraged her sense of independence, instructing his chauffeur to teach young Bunny to drive his Marmon touring car. As she later recalled, “At age seven or eight, as soon as my legs reached the pedal, I started.”

         Gerard Lambert was discharged from the Army on December 2, 1918. The following summer, he took Bunny with him to England to visit his childhood friend Lady Nancy Astor at Cliveden, the storied sixteenth-century estate just thirty miles from London. During the war, the stately home had been converted to a hospital for injured Canadians. Cabbages and potatoes had temporarily replaced flowers in the gardens, but the Astors were now restoring the place to its previous glory. This trip served as an early exposure for Bunny to the manners and mores of the British upper class, but it was the gardens that made a lifelong impression.

         The triangular-shaped floral beds in the parterre—the French term for an ornamental garden—had been designed in 1855 by landscape architect John Fleming, who used dwarf foliage as distinctive accents and planted bluebells and spring flowers in the woods. An elaborate garden included topiary, yew hedges, a pagoda made for the 1867 Paris Exhibition, and a Roman balustrade from the Villa Borghese in Rome.

         Bunny was fascinated by topiary, those ornamental plants pruned into shapes not seen in nature. She absorbed the sights, later recalling “seeing acres of yellow mustard and blue flax throughout Europe” and realizing that “flowers are the paint box of garden design.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Now back to civilian life, Gerard Lambert had to face the reality of his fractured finances. His Arkansas operation was running at a loss. But before he could address the problems, a vicious race riot erupted.

         The black sharecroppers had become restive about their dismal pay. The Chicago Defender, a leading African American newspaper, reported that the market price of cotton was 45 cents per pound but the sharecroppers had been told they would receive only 24 cents per pound. An organizer for the Progressive Farmers and Household Union, Robert Hill, convened meetings of the sharecroppers to discuss pressing white plantation owners for better wages.

         On the night of September 30, 1919, more than one hundred African Americans met at a church in Hoop Spur, hiring armed lookouts to keep away intruders. Several white deputies, seeking to arrest a man for an unrelated crime, blundered onto the scene. No one ever determined who fired the first shot, but after one deputy died and another was severely injured, the situation exploded.

         White posses swept through the area, terrorizing the black population in murderous confrontations. The Arkansas governor sent in troops, who committed atrocities. As historian Grif Stockley wrote, “Although the exact number is unknown, estimates of the number of African Americans killed by whites range into the hundreds; five white people lost their lives.”

         When Gerard Lambert received a telegram about the riot he immediately headed for Arkansas. His company store had been turned into a jail and his black employees were being tortured. He recalled learning with horror that an overzealous trooper had doused a purported instigator with kerosene and set him on fire. While Lambert was on the premises, troopers shot a man who was trying to escape. The deputies threw his body out the window. “For the first time I felt sick,” Lambert later wrote. “When I left the building, his body was still there, covered with flies.”

         Seven local white leaders, appointed by the governor to investigate, claimed that the black sharecroppers had planned to kill white plantation owners and produced a list of potential victims, which included Gerald Lambert. The prejudice of the era is exemplified by a New York Times article on October 7, 1919: SAYS NEGRO UNION PLOTTED UPRISING. The Times quoted the report of the “Committee of Seven,” stating that organizer Robert Hill “played upon the ignorance and superstition of a race of children—most of whom neither could read or write.”

         No whites were ever arrested, but a grand jury charged 122 African Americans with crimes. Twelve black men were convicted of murder in the Arkansas riots and sentenced to the electric chair; many others were pressured into pleading guilty to lesser charges. The National Association for the Advancement of Colored People took up the defense of those who had received the death penalty, and won a series of court reversals. Ultimately, no one was executed.

         Gerard Lambert was never accused of wrongdoing either in contemporaneous accounts or in historical chronicles of the bloody riot. But his employment and pay practices contributed to the unrest. In newspaper articles about the riot, the Gerard B. Lambert Lumber Company was identified as the town’s major employer.

         Unable to sell his now-notorious cotton and lumber business, Lambert hired a friend to run the faltering venture and withdrew from day-to-day operations. Although he tried to protect his family from learning about the debacle, the inquisitive young Bunny bumbled into disturbing facts.

         Bunny liked to sneak into her father’s home office. The door was locked except on the days when the cleaning lady came and left the door open during her lunch break. Bunny, who had just turned nine, slipped in and saw on her father’s desk what she described as “horrible” photographs of his Arkansas employees’ living conditions. “Daddy had a cotton plantation there and these pictures had been sent to him but were kept away from us, I suppose,” she later wrote. “Later I heard there were race riots.”

         She had trouble reconciling the stark photos with her perception of her father as a good man. Could he really be responsible for people living in such misery? Her father never discussed “his difficulties,” as she put it. When she wrote about her memories of Arkansas and her father in a never-published 2006 autobiographical essay, she was still trying to defend him by listing positive attributes.

         “He was very kind about people who could not help themselves. He always tipped taxi drivers very well for he saw their home life in his imagination and felt a little extra might make a difference,” she wrote. “When he went to see us in the hospital all his thoughts were for people who had to suffer the same thing but had no money to pay for a good doctor, extra medicine or help…Here thoughts were so painful to him and he was willing to empty his pockets without thought.”

         A mere child when the Arkansas riot occurred, even looking back decades later, Bunny found it hard to accept that her father had presided over such an exploitative and explosive company town.

         Yet the experience changed her. Bunny grew up with a heightened sensitivity to the plight of others and a desire to help. “She was not the usual rich lady,” says Vernon Jordan, the civil rights activist who headed the Urban League in the 1970s and met her during that era. “She cared about issues and she cared about people. But it was all, as I remember, quiet.”
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            Chapter Five

            The Making of a Young Gardener

         

         For the first time in Gerard Lambert’s life, money was a problem. The economic downturn after World War I had left the family firm, Lambert Pharmacal, struggling and he could no longer count on yearly dividends to fund his lifestyle. Albemarle was mortgaged to the hilt, and he was $700,000 in debt. The prospect of bankruptcy loomed.

         Gerard had never worked for anyone before, and his disastrous Arkansas cotton operation was not a business experience to brag about. In desperation, at age thirty-five he took a fresh look at the obvious options that he had previously scorned. His three brothers were on the payroll of Lambert Pharmacal. In 1921, he took the train to St. Louis and asked his cousin Arthur Lambert, a company trustee, for a job. Ignoring his cousin’s unenthusiastic response, Gerard uprooted his family from Princeton and rented out Albemarle. His return to his hometown merited an item on August 7, 1921, in the St. Louis Post-Dispatch: “Mr. and Mrs. Gerard Lambert…arrived some time ago and expect to remain here for two years.”

         At Lambert Pharmacal, Gerard concentrated on cost-cutting strategies, such as buying corks for Listerine bottles from a supplier to avoid a middleman, and finding a way to reduce taxes on the alcohol used in the product. But these gambits did not address the firm’s long-term problems. Lambert Pharmacal had only one product, which it advertised in medical magazines. Drugstores categorized Listerine as a “disinfectant” or “toilet goods,” which were uninviting product descriptions.

         Gerard thought that better marketing might make a difference. Summoning the company’s two Chicago ad makers to St. Louis for a strategy session in his brother Marion’s office, he convened a discussion about new ways that Listerine could be used and advertised. Marion Lambert tossed out a notion, recalling, “Dad used to say it was good for bad breath.” Gerard was appalled by the idea. As he later admitted in his autobiography, “I glared, reminding him that this was a respectable meeting.”

         Nonetheless, the company’s elderly chemist, Arthur Deacon, was asked for his opinion and confirmed that Listerine would work for that purpose, mentioning in passing the word “halitosis.” The New Yorker later described Gerard Lambert’s reaction to that unusual word. “What’s that?” Gerard asked. Arthur Deacon replied, “Latin for ‘unpleasant breath.’” Gerard jumped on the idea, saying, “There’s something we can hang our hat on.”

         On his way home that day, Gerard stopped at a photo agency, bought a stock portrait of a young woman, and that night sketched out an ad campaign about a girl who had all the advantages in the world but suffered from one humiliating handicap: halitosis. And even her best friends would not tell her.

         In an early trial of market testing, he instructed the ad agency to run this new ad as well as a bland version showing a photo of a Listerine bottle with copy about how good it felt to gargle. Coupons for free samples were attached to the ads: The halitosis version brought in twice as many people eager to try the bad-breath solution.

         Variations of this hall-of-shame ad ran in newspapers and magazines nationwide, resulting in a huge demand for Listerine. Gerard Lambert cowrote much of the ad copy with partners. These were catchy, clever, soap opera–style dramas: the woman who was “always a bridesmaid but never a bride”; “the secret the mirror won’t tell you”; a newly married couple with the caption “till breath do us part.”

         This ad campaign was treated as déclassé by the world of high society—from then on, Gerard was sniffed at as a bad-breath emperor, the “father of halitosis”—but the money came rolling in. Gerard followed up that coup by launching Listerine toothpaste.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Homesick for Princeton, Bunny wrote a school essay with the title “Home Sweet Home,” describing how much she missed the woods in New Jersey, where she recalled that “the birds are singing at all times of day.” She faithfully wrote to her grandfather, drawing flowers, the sun, and the grass on her notepaper. For Bunny, it became a lifelong habit to add sketches of trees, plants, birds, and hearts to her correspondence. (Some of these images adorn this book.) Her grandfather replied on March 4, 1922, describing a recent trip to his farm:

         
            The little trees were glad to see me, they miss bowing their little heads and holding out their little arms in welcome and acting as if they were saying, “Where is Bun?” They all waited to see her running around and hear her sing. I told everything about the place to put on their prettiest about June 5th because you were coming to have a picnic with them.

         

         A distinguished man with a white beard, unruly mustache, and thick white eyebrows, he looked as comfortable posing with a shotgun and a turkey in a photograph as he did wearing a suit and tie in his office. He told his granddaughter tales about growing up in the shadow of the Civil War, too young to enlist. “I remember clearly the April morning when we heard of the assassination of President Lincoln, the church bells rang out the sad news,” he wrote in a family memoir.

         When she visited her grandparents, Bunny resented the hours spent with her grandmother, who was determined to teach her the social niceties. “She had her social life with whist parties and household chores that she took seriously and ruled with an iron hand,” Bunny wrote in a reminiscence. “On Thursdays, if luck failed and Grandpa went to Boston, I was dressed in my best clothes and went out with Grandma. We went calling in her fancy big car…I was always introduced as ‘Rachel’s child,’ after shaking hands and making a curtsey. In Grandma’s mind I was always Rachel’s child, in Grandpa’s, I was Bun.”

         On Bunny’s twelfth birthday, her grandfather wrote a note imagining her future: “Next birthday you will be in your ‘teens.’ Why when I am 100, you will be 43, old enough to be a grandmother. I am going to hang around until I am 100 if I can, just to see what kind of a grandmother you will make.”

         A bookish and introspective child, Bunny discovered the works of Thomas Hardy and devoured such morality tales as Tess of the d’Urbervilles and Far from the Madding Crowd, books that featured female protagonists grappling with society’s expectations. “He influenced my life so much,” she later recalled. “I read all his books. It taught me life was built on circumstance. Circumstance led you forward. Circumstance has always led me ahead.”

         After more than a year in St. Louis, Gerard informed his brothers that he was moving back to the East Coast to start an advertising agency in Manhattan, which would handle the Listerine account plus other clients. He resettled his family at Albemarle, in Princeton, and began putting in long hours establishing his agency. In his new office at 250 Park Avenue, he paneled the boardroom in walnut and installed a red leather sofa and matching chairs. A delicate antique French desk completed the wealthy-gentleman-at-work image.

         
            *  *  *

         

         In the summer of 1923, Bunny journeyed to Alaska with her grandfather and her cousin Nathalie Lowe, traveling by trains and a boat. En route, stopping overnight at the Hotel Vancouver, she wrote to her father:

         
            Dear Daddy,

            You better send a salesman to Vancove, BC and have him send some listerine. You can’t get any here, at least where we have been…Grandpa told me to tell you to make some money because I was spending it very fast.

         

         Bunny kept a twenty-nine-page handwritten journal, “A Visit to the Land of the Totem Poles.” She described seeing glaciers (“a mass of blue…I thought I was dreaming when I saw it”), the excitement of close encounters with bears and buffalo, sharing a boat with “Indians who stared at you,” and meeting with Alaska territorial governor Scott Bone (“very nice and somewhat jolly”). After touring an abandoned gold-mining camp, Bunny recorded her reaction to the living conditions: “No one unless they had seen the place will have known what they suffered.”

         For a girl about to turn thirteen, she paid unusual attention to the architecture and landscaping, recalling that in Vancouver, “one thing that stood out in my mind was a house of a good size covered with pink ramble roses and they were all in bloom.”

         En route home, the group stopped at Yellowstone Park, where she marveled at the geysers (“the main colors being a deep blue, pink, red and yellow”). In Salt Lake City, her grandfather took her to the Mormon Tabernacle; in Colorado Springs, the family toured the town in a new Pierce-Arrow and took a side trip to the rock formation the Garden of the Gods, which Bunny pronounced “perfectly beautiful.” And in Denver, they went to see the grave of Buffalo Bill Cody.

         Bunny brought back flower seeds from her travels. She liked to experiment in her greenhouse to learn about growing conditions. She wrote to tell her grandfather that she was testing out her Alaska finds, adding, “I hope that I will be able to put them in my garden in the spring.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Gerard Lambert was visiting St. Louis in 1924 when he learned that his older brother Marion had become critically ill while on vacation in Hot Springs, Arkansas. By the time Gerard arrived, Marion was delirious with double pneumonia and died a few days later at the age of forty-three.

         Gerard had always been resilient, but his grief was a cloud felt by his wife and children. He immersed himself in work. Named as trustee of his brother’s estate and responsible for the financial security of Marion’s three children, Gerard agreed to take on the top post at Lambert Pharmacal. He became the long-distance president of the pharmaceutical company while continuing to run his New York advertising agency.

         To boost sales of Listerine, he ran ad campaigns promising that the product was good for multiple uses, such as curing sore throats and halting dandruff, and even as an aftershave. The Federal Trade Commission, established in 1914, was not yet looking closely at truth-in-advertising campaigns. The unproven ad gimmicks reeled in the unsuspecting public, keeping the Listerine factory busy.

         At home, Gerard turned his attention to improving the grounds of Albemarle. He had the lawn planted with special grass seed imported from Germany and became obsessed with maintaining the visual beauty. “After our grass had been well-established, if a single weed raised its ugly head, seven gardeners fell on it with a growl,” Lambert recalled. “Our grass received more loving thought and attention than the inhabitants of the house.”

         When he decided to install a new garden, no local expert would do. Frederick Law Olmsted, the landscape architect who designed Central Park, the U.S. Capitol Grounds, and estates such as the Biltmore, died in 1903, but his two Boston-based sons, Frederick Jr. and John Charles Olmsted, had taken over the family business. Frederick Jr. had established a landscape architecture department at Harvard and designed the grounds for the National Mall and the Jefferson Memorial. Gerard hired the Olmsted brothers to work their magic on Albemarle, much to the delight of his eldest child.

         “Every day after school I watched and looked at plans in a shed up by the greenhouse,” Bunny wrote. She observed as a cornfield was transformed into a vegetable garden bordered with lilacs. She trailed after the gardeners and peppered them with questions. As an adult, she would make self-deprecating comments about having no real training in garden design, but she absorbed the principles of proportion, scale, and color in her own backyard. The Olmsted brothers moved apple trees to border the driveway, and then put in a six-foot-high hedge of English boxwood behind them to create a dramatic backdrop.

         She would later write with Proustian longing about the grounds of Albemarle. “As a child, wild flowers were part of my feeling of freedom—hidden under larger plants or creating fields of lavender thistles that colored the landscape like a sea in the wind,” she wrote. “The intense bright of the buttercups made me think that if ever I had to live alone in a cellar room, I would paint it yellow and never miss the sun.” She was equally rapturous about the apple trees: “Children often find their symbols of stability and peace among the daily presence of things they love. For me, they were apple trees. The driveway to our house was lined with apple trees. Leaving early in the morning for school and returning in the afternoon, they were always there to welcome me. I knew their shapes by heart.”

         Bunny and her sister attended Miss Fine’s School, a private day academy run by May Fine, whose brother Henry Fine was Princeton University’s faculty dean. Woodrow Wilson’s three daughters and Grover Cleveland’s daughter had all attended Miss Fine’s School. Rachel “Ray” Lambert made sure that her daughters wore fetching outfits, employing a live-in dressmaker who produced the latest styles. “As children we were beautifully dressed,” wrote Bunny, remembering her embroidered petticoats and straw hats with black velvet ribbons. “Lily and I were dressed alike until I shot up like a pole bean.”

         At a time when petite femininity was the ideal, Bunny grew to be five foot nine, towering over her mother by seven inches and her sister by three inches. Self-conscious about her height, Bunny tried to hide it by slouching. Her grandfather exhorted Bunny, in letter after letter, to “Stand Up Straight.” “Keep on at it and you will be as fine looking a girl and as healthy as any of them and the admiration of all,” he wrote. Heeding his advice, she developed a distinctive posture, straight-backed even when seated.

         Yet not even her grandfather’s affection could mitigate Bunny’s nagging sense of being unappreciated by her parents and unattractive compared to her sister. Those painful feelings shaped her in profound ways as she grew up. To hide her vulnerability, Bunny taught herself to appear self-sufficient to the point of being standoffish. Easily wounded and starving for love, she demanded unquestioning loyalty from those who became close to her. If she suspected that their attention was waning, Bunny preemptively dropped people without explanation, leaving hurt feelings in her wake.

         What made her feel the safest were triangular relationships, where she could be the center of attention and play friends and suitors off against one another. In her journals, Bunny would later write about how she desperately wanted to let down her guard and open her heart but was terrified to do so. Alienated from her mother and her sister, she idolized her father. Although Bunny would develop a handful of female confidantes, she preferred the company of men.

         As a teenager she rejoiced when two older cousins—the orphaned Ted Walker plus George Lambert, the son of aviator and businessman Albert Lambert—enrolled at Princeton University and became frequent visitors to Albemarle. George was a star athlete, a football player, and the captain of the varsity tennis team. The cousins played the piano and drums in the Lamberts’ music room; Bunny’s father joined in on the harmonica or ukulele. “Daddy used to clog-dance like crazy,” she recalled. The two wealthy young men were both studying for their pilot’s licenses, and they recruited the plucky Bunny as a passenger.

         “One of my cousins had a plane,” she reminisced. “He said, ‘Hey, kid, do you want to fly to Lawrenceville?’ He tied me in the plane with my sweater to the door handle. Started the propeller with his hand and jumped in.” After the flight, he made Bunny promise not to tell her mother.

         The cousins gave her advice on dating, such as how to play hard to get at dances. She counted on their muscle when she ambitiously embarked on building a small stone house and designing a formal garden on her parents’ property. She mixed the concrete and put up the walls “with the help of cousins or anyone standing nearby,” she recalled. She thatched the roof with bundles of straw and wire and painted the door blue. Her proud father gave her creation a favorable verdict. “There was a square walled garden in front with tiny boxwood bushes forming intricate patterns and rare shrubs and vines,” he wrote. “From this first effort came many beautiful gardens, some done as professional jobs. She has the same talent in decorating and like her father, she loves to do things over. Nothing is ever finished.”

         The family spent summers in Southampton on Long Island, where Bunny and her siblings kept busy. As her grandfather wrote to Bunny one July, “Horse back riding, golf, tennis, swimming, music and I suppose the study of Italian and Spanish is quite a full program for vacation days.”

         Bunny loved horses and yearned for her own mount. On March 5, 1925, Arthur Lowe told Bunny that he had just seen a man “who says he has just the horse for you. He says it is the most lovable animal that ever was. He says if I get it, I will think more of it than I do of you. That would have to be some horse.” Gerard Lambert built Bunny a stable with four stalls and a tack room complete with a fireplace.

         Gerard Lambert could afford to keep his family in luxuries thanks to his dual income from Lambert Pharmacal and his ad agency, but he wanted long-term financial security. The go-go stock market offered tantalizing riches. In March 1926, he hired Goldman Sachs to take Lambert Pharmacal public at $41.75 per share. The deal was structured so that two classes of stock were issued and Gerard retained a controlling interest in the company. Gambling on the future, he became president of the newly organized firm with no salary, under the condition that he would receive 100,000 shares if he doubled earnings. He pulled it off in eighteen months.

         For families of the Lamberts’ social class, the children were expected to attend boarding school. Bunny’s mother planned to send her daughter to her alma mater, Miss Porter’s, but Bunny lobbied her parents to let her attend the horse-centric Foxcroft School in Virginia. “I was really scared of riding but I liked it, and collecting books about horses and the history of horses,” Bunny recalled.

         Her father was impressed by Bunny’s poise in making her case. “Bunny, when she was in the pigtail stage, came to me one day. Bunny never raises a fuss, nor does she even raise her voice. She just quietly insists until she has her way,” he wrote. “She thinks everything out in advance and then opens her campaign. In the firm way that she has always had, she announced that she wanted me to get her into the Foxcroft School. I told her I had never heard of it.”

         Based in rural Middleburg, Virginia, forty-six miles from Washington, D.C., Foxcroft was founded in 1914 by the unconventional Charlotte Haxall Noland, who still served as headmistress. Born into a pedigreed Virginia family whose prosperous family flour mill had gone under, she grew up in genteel poverty. A scholarship student at the Sargent School of Physical Education in Boston, Miss Charlotte, as she was known, returned to Virginia after graduation and ran a summer camp. The campers included Wallis Warfield, who would later scandalize English royalty when she became involved with King Edward VIII, who gave up his throne to marry her. (The Duchess of Windsor kept in touch with her former headmistress and brought her husband to Foxcroft for tea with Miss Charlotte.)

         In an early catalogue promoting Foxcroft’s virtues, Miss Charlotte promised to imbue in female pupils “the refined, cultivated minds and sympathetic personalities that have made the women of the South world-famous.”

         Foxcroft girls wore uniforms consisting of green jackets and fawn-colored corduroy skirts. They slept on an outdoor porch even during the winter, keeping out rain and snow by lowering canvas shades. As one early graduate recalled in a biography of Charlotte Noland, “On going to bed, we would undress and then dress again in flannel pajamas, wool socks, woolen gloves and on our heads Balaclava helmets. Arrayed like Polar explorers, we sallied forth, with the added comfort of hot water bottles. We then awkwardly climbed into our canvas sleeping bags.”

         But for young women who loved horses, this was the place that catered to their desire to canter, jump, and race. Riding was such an integral part of daily life that an Associated Press reporter described it as “one of the three R’s” at the school. Foxcroft students participated in foxhunts and took two-day sixty-mile rides through the countryside. An education at Foxcroft was a status symbol in wedding announcements, but this finishing school was not considered academically rigorous.

         Gerard Lambert took Bunny to Middleburg to meet Miss Charlotte. Shown into a drawing room, they were both tense as they awaited the arrival of the headmistress. “I sat on the edge of a stiff horsehair sofa with my knees knocking together,” he wrote. “Bunny sat, very erect, on a rigid small chair.” But Miss Charlotte interrupted Bunny’s father midpitch to say, “Gerard Lambert, don’t be a jackass. Your sister Lily was one of my best friends. Why, she used to give me the only decent clothes I ever owned. Of course any Lambert child can come to my school.”

         Grateful to her father for letting her have her way, Bunny still felt bruised by her mother’s disapproval. “He was kind and sympathetic,” she wrote. “He and my mother disagreed about the change in schools.”

         The Lambert family traveled to France in July, sailing back on the Majestic to New York. The two girls posed for a picture as they read side by side on the deck, bundled up in blankets and jackets during a chilly part of the voyage. Lily has elfin, delicate features and a bow of a smiling mouth, while Bunny, with angular features and the wind blowing back her hair, looks like a serious reader who is annoyed at being interrupted midsentence.

         The family then headed to a rented Southampton ocean estate. For a charity benefit to raise funds for the Southampton Hospital, Bunny joined friends to perform in an amateur musical review. She played tennis at the Meadow Club. Her sixteenth birthday was celebrated in high style at her parents’ home.

         The New York Evening Post reported, “The Southampton younger set had one of the jolliest times of the season at the birthday dinner given by Miss Rachel ‘Bunny’ Lambert.”

         A fresh blossom from a prominent family, a quiet and thoughtful observer, a willowy tomboy transformed by lace and pearls, she was now coming of age and beginning her own march through the society pages.
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