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PREFACE


The bond that tied Franklin Delano Roosevelt to Lucy Mercer was not forged overnight. Neither temperament lent itself to sudden outbursts of passion. Both Franklin and Lucy guarded their emotions and were disinclined to surrender to love at first sight.


On the other hand, once their devotion to each other was established, it proved durable—lasting from 1917 until FDR’s death in 1945—and unaffected by their marriages. Lucy served the ailing Winthrop Rutherfurd with every ounce of her energy while she reserved every beat of her heart for Franklin. FDR took care to respect Eleanor’s status as his “Missus” while craving Lucy’s presence.


The myths about the nature of Franklin and Lucy’s relationship cling stubbornly to their posthumous images. They have not changed since their lifetime. Biographers still write that Franklin became acquainted with Lucy through Eleanor’s decision to hire the young woman as her part-time social secretary. This legend can be dismissed because Franklin was at work in the Navy Department in the hours Lucy worked with Eleanor at home.


In reality, Franklin came to know Lucy at the social events of the British Embassy in Washington where she was always welcome as one of the most popular guests. The time Lucy spent in Franklin’s circle varied considerably. It was concentrated mainly in the war years beginning in July 1917, picking up again in the late summer of 1941.


During the decades in between, Franklin continued to reach out to Lucy. Now Mrs. Winthrop Rutherfurd, Lucy moved out of her former circle of friends and out of Franklin’s orbit. But he did not hesitate to approach Lucy again, wholly unexpectedly. Unimpeded by her husband, FDR marked the period from 1926 to 1928 as a time of regular contact, with Lucy as the recipient of a regular flow of his letters. Their mainly one-sided correspondence concerned neither Franklin nor Lucy’s spouse. Eleanor had long overcome her shock of September 1918 when she found letters from Lucy in her husband’s luggage. The next unpleasant experience, which found an echo in Eleanor’s second autobiography of 1949, was Franklin and Lucy’s continued contact behind her back. Her hurt was soon erased when Eleanor rose quickly as a celebrity in her own right.


* * *


Lucy’s gentle reactions to events in her surroundings were no match for Eleanor’s dynamic temperament in dealing with controversy. Lucy did not offer much cause for wrestling down a rival; she denied Eleanor the satisfaction of a good fight.


As an articulate First Lady, Eleanor was the more passionate and emotionally alert of the two women. She kept posterity electrified with her sequence of love-like affairs, permitting men like her bodyguard Earl Miller and women like Lorena Hickok to become intimate friends.


Lucy rarely revealed that FDR resided in secret chambers of her heart. Rather, she offered an elegant solution for possible complications caused by her friendship with the president. She prepared the way for her daughter Barbara to be enthusiastically adopted by Franklin as his goddaughter, a second daughter beside Anna.


Franklin, Eleanor, and Lucy were equally eager to avert the public’s eyes from any spectacle of interaction among the three of them. Lucy remains a “mystery woman” to this day—but also a woman of perennial appeal. The close examination of her personality and behavior in times challenging her moral fiber proves, however, that she is worthy to be remembered in one breath with Franklin and Eleanor.


* * *


The material for these revelations was found in Lucy’s correspondence, which to date has never been published.


With the exception of the 1919 group picture of the Roosevelt family, all photos are taken from family albums belonging to Lucy’s sister Violetta. Vio’s descendants authorized the use of these pictures by the author. Permission was granted by Lucy’s niece Mrs. Lucy Mercer Blundon and her granddaughters Mrs. Lucy Knowles and Mrs. Alice Knowles, to whom I am most grateful.





PROLOGUE


WAYS TO DISCOVER LUCY



FDR’S MOST PERSONAL LETTERS


NOT A SINGLE love letter is to be found in the four volumes of Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s Personal Letters. None of FDR’s biographers quote an authentic, verbatim profession of love from a man accustomed to hiding his innermost feelings. Only a few words from the depth of his heart, which were long kept secret, have survived on paper.


The president’s unofficial writings were part of his legacy, inherited by his widow at his death in 1945. Eleanor chose her thirty-four-year-old son Elliott as the publisher of FDR’s personal letters. She herself took an active interest in the selection of the messages to be published. There was much to choose from. Like his grandfather Warren Delano II, Franklin was virtually addicted to writing letters. He kept every shred of correspondence that reached his desk. His wife frowned upon the urge to collect that Franklin inherited from his mother. For the widowed Eleanor, it left an embarrassment of riches to deal with. To thin out a surplus of personal documents, it made sense to exclude the most private items from publication.


As a boy, Franklin did not have many secrets to keep. There were no special feelings for a lady friend to express in writing until he became a student at Harvard. He was twenty in 1902 when he fell seriously in love for the first time. He tried in vain to win the hand of a beautiful aristocratic Boston girl, Alice Sohier. Thirty years later, in 1932, Alice looked back without regret on the courtship of the young man now elected president. There is no trace of his letters to her.


Franklin was consoled about the loss of Alice by the affection of his distant cousin Eleanor. The correspondence between September 1903 and their wedding in March 1905 was voluminous, even by Victorian standards. Franklin had been the man of Eleanor’s dreams since she was thirteen. The handsome young student from Groton had saved her from the lot of a wallflower when he invited her to dance with him at a country club ball in Orange, New Jersey.


As First Lady, after more than three decades of marriage to Franklin, Eleanor saw the personal relationships of her youth in a new light. Describing her getting together with FDR, Eleanor skimmed over the three months that led to her engagement and did not mention that it was Franklin’s mother who helped her win his heart. Sara was impressed by Eleanor’s closeness to the White House. She was even more captivated by the fine character of the eighteen-year-old girl. Eleanor would make a perfect “helpmeet” for Franklin. Sara introduced the girl in warm terms to her brother Warren III. As head of the Delano clan, he functioned as its arbiter for acceptable marriages. Sara suggested that he invite Eleanor to Steen Valetje, his estate north of Hyde Park, to meet “the nicest, most intelligent and thoughtful girl” she ever knew.


In June 1903 Sara took Eleanor’s measure at three house parties in a row, arranged in Franklin’s honor at Hyde Park. Sara did not give up when her son did not fall right away for the girl of her choice. It was disappointing that Franklin did not write to Eleanor while on a trip to England the following month. Undeterred, Sara asked the girl once more for a visit in August. Eleanor was to stay with her in her summer home on the Canadian island Campobello. Franklin would join them there on his return from Europe.


As a houseguest on the estate of Sir Hugh and Lady Edith Cholmeley in Lincolnshire, Franklin had hesitated to end a heady flirtation with their daughter Aline. Walking on Campobello’s beach with the refreshingly different Eleanor, he felt attracted to her in a new way. He had admired her fine character in Hyde Park in June; he now responded to the sparks of affection that flew from Eleanor’s eyes to his.


After the girl left for her grandmother’s home at Tivoli on the Hudson, Franklin sent his new friend a note—including “a token from the sea,” perhaps a pretty sea shell. These lines started the most significant series of private letters that FDR ever wrote. Eleanor’s thanks for Franklin’s note, her first written communication with FDR, was dated September 3, 1903. An enthusiastic correspondent herself, Eleanor would soon plead with Franklin to write more often. She told him that she “hated to add another burden to too many” when she urged Franklin to answer her letters late at night, after his work for the Harvard paper, the Crimson. Eleanor told him that she felt “absolutely lost” on a day without a word from him.


Keeping up with Eleanor’s flood of messages was no mean task. On a given day, she would write six pages on her dainty ladies’ stationery in the afternoon, then follow up with another five pages in the evening, and continue writing the next morning. Although Franklin apparently did not reply as often as Eleanor hoped, the mail from him added up. Eventually, Eleanor hoarded a huge cache of Franklin’s letters to her. She treasured them and reread them from time to time.


It could be expected that she would have carefully preserved every line, every word of love she received from Franklin. This was not to be. Before Eleanor published the first volume of her memoirs in 1937 under the title This Is My Story, she tossed large bundles of old letters into her fireplace at the White House. Among them were all of Franklin’s letters from the first phase of their acquaintance.


Eleanor dealt differently with her own answers to those letters from her husband that she later destroyed. She carefully preserved her part of the correspondence before it was deposited in the FDR Presidential Library at Hyde Park.


Eleanor’s replies to Franklin’s lost first letters provide at least indirect insight into their content. They imply that that her new friend’s tone was initially cordial but not amorous. Franklin talked about his life as a student in a light vein. Eleanor thanked him politely for looking up her brother Hall, then a student at Groton. In a touch of flirtatious jealousy, Eleanor asked whether “someone else” might not deserve Franklin’s “token from the sea” more than she did herself. Evelyn Carter, the distinguished young English lady Eleanor had in mind, also had her eye on Franklin.


While Franklin had been flattered by Evelyn’s attention, Eleanor soon captivated more and more of his affection. She clearly stayed ahead of Franklin both in the number and in the warmth of the letters the two young people exchanged. On November 25, 1903, Eleanor introduced him to a sonnet by Elizabeth Barrett Browning, the favorite poet of her generation. She chose the line: “Unless you can swear ‘For life, for death!’ – Oh, fear to call it loving!”


The quote expressed Eleanor’s own longing for a firm oral commitment from Franklin’s side, for an expression of his love in words. However, this was not Franklin’s way of loving. Instead of showering her with vows and passionate letters, he provided the ultimate proof of his devotion by action. Giving their relationship a dramatic turn, Franklin committed himself to his friend for life. He now definitely offered Eleanor the clear-cut profession of love she had been waiting for in vain.


At Thanksgiving, when Franklin’s aunt Kassie Delano Collier allowed the young people to walk without the habitual chaperone on the banks of the Nashua River near Groton, he used the precious moment of privacy to propose marriage to Eleanor. His bold move was unexpected and surprised Eleanor as much as it startled his mother. Sara’s promotion of Eleanor as Franklin’s future wife had overshot its goal. Sara doubted whether her happy-go-lucky son of twenty-one was ready to take on the responsibilities of marriage. She felt that he should first finish his studies and earn a law degree.


The tone of Franklin and Eleanor’s correspondence between September and Thanksgiving 1903 did not indicate any plans for a future together. Eleanor had been formal to the point of being stiff in addressing her friend simply as “Dear Franklin” and signing off as “Your affectionate cousin, Eleanor Roosevelt.” She reminded her readers later that a lady of her time had to be a tad more reserved in the use of endearments than her admirers. But Franklin apparently set the bar low in the effusiveness of his letters. Before he proposed in November, he had called her just once his “darling” in his secret a-line-a-day diary.


Once she was engaged, Eleanor put more feeling into her letters. She addressed her fiancé as “Franklin, dear” and moved on to “Dearest Boy” or “Dearest.” By 1904 she no longer signed off with “Devotedly, always, Eleanor” but with “Lovingly devoted.” In the fashion of her time, Eleanor wrote her endearments ending a message along the side of the first page of a letter, on top of her own previous writing. Victorians liked discretion. It was in good taste to make fond words difficult to read.


Regrettably, there was not much tenderness to be masked in Franklin’s letters to Eleanor after their honeymoon in 1905. Franklin’s letters to his wife, which unlike the early letters have been preserved, were written in the same vein as the letters to his mother. They usually started out “Dearest Eleanor” and ended “Devotedly.” Whenever the couple traveled separately, Franklin used the conventional dutiful phrases of missing her in his letters.


Did Eleanor, a romantic at heart, destroy FDR’s early letters to her because she was disappointed by the lack of loving fervor in his lines? Eleanor’s young friend, protégé, and biographer Joseph Lash did not think so. His explanation for Eleanor’s decision to burn FDR’s letters reflects his dislike of the president. Lash had reason to resent FDR, whom he suspected of encouraging the FBI to secretly investigate his leftist leanings. In his later writings, Lash pointed to the coldness, fickleness, and lack of gratitude of Franklin as a husband. He concluded that Eleanor could not bear to reread Franklin’s allegedly exuberant love letters of their youth, once he had betrayed her with his affection for another woman.


* * *


As a young mother, Eleanor herself indicated by the matter-of-fact tone of her letters to her husband that they were first of all partners managing a large family. Being lovers was secondary. After a dozen years of an unsentimental marriage, Eleanor was all the more shocked when she discovered in September 1918 that Franklin was carrying on a correspondence with a friend of the family. No outsider knew what level of intimacy Eleanor found in Lucy Mercer’s letters to Franklin. Apparently, they were destroyed after Eleanor read them at his sickbed in Manhattan.


For almost two decades, it seemed as if Franklin had overcome his infatuation with Lucy. There is no evidence that Eleanor ever learned that he reached out again to Lucy after eight years of complete separation from each other. She was Mrs. Winthrop Rutherfurd when FDR approached her in a quest for a new correspondence. Four of his very formal letters to her, from the time between 1926 and 1928, are now open to public scrutiny. They have been made accessible only recently by the FDR Library. A much more private and revealing message from Franklin to Lucy survived in the form of a note. Eleanor did not know it existed. She was saved the pain of realizing how enamored Franklin still was with Lucy in 1941.


In the eighth year of his presidency, FDR indicated in a few lines that Lucy was dearest to his heart. He used the word “forever” to define his feelings for her. Nobody but Mrs. Lucy Rutherfurd was to read his confession, scribbled on small lined pages, torn from a pad of ordinary paper.


It looks as if Lucy could not get herself to part with this precious document even after she destroyed all of Franklin’s letters in the summer of 1945, shortly after his death. It might just as well have inadvertently escaped Lucy’s deliberate erasing of all evidence of his love for her. The note remained untouched as long as she lived. Lucy’s heirs kept it in a safe in Manhattan. When it was finally examined after more than four decades of disregard, the crucial two words of the brief document were declared “illegible” by a first commentator. Its importance was never recognized. The note is not dated, does not address Lucy by name, and is simply signed “F.”


With the permission of Lucy’s granddaughters, I was allowed in 2007 to study FDR’s intimate words in a Manhattan law office. I found it difficult to concentrate on Lucy’s papers under the watchful eyes of a lawyer, a trustee of the Rutherfurd family foundation. Uncomfortable at taking so much of her time, I felt better when I could provide her with a few clues about the collection of Lucy’s childhood memorabilia laid out in front of me. The attorney warmed up to me when I was able to fill in many of the empty spaces in the typewritten transcripts of FDR’s letters, guarded by her in the family archive.


One of these gaps, formed by the two mysterious omitted words, demanded more attention than I could afford at that moment. When I studied them at leisure, they proved to be worth deciphering. Unlike FDR’s cautious letters to Lucy from the twenties, his note from the fall of 1941 was highly emotional. This was a time of upset for FDR. He was shaken by the death of his mother and by the permanent immobilization of Missy LeHand, his secretary turned caring friend. The president’s personal assistant in his last years, William Hassett, touched by rare breaks in FDR’s usual disposition of serene detachment, considered his boss “deeply sentimental” underneath a hard shell.


The two puzzling words were written in response to an event that brought FDR much joy in weeks of sorrow. He met Barbara Rutherfurd in person for the first time in his office in October 1941. Long curious about Lucy’s only biological child, the youngest in the family after her five Rutherfurd stepchildren, Franklin had been fascinated by reports on the twenty-year-old girl. He too had an only daughter Anna, who was the apple of his eye.


FDR immediately shared his delight in Barbara with Lucy. “This littlest Babs is all that I dreamed,” he jotted on the first available piece of paper. Calling Barbara “just the dearest thing in the world,” FDR paused. He added, pensively, in brackets, barely readable, “’cept one.” In two words he reserved his highest tribute for Lucy herself. Franklin’s indirect profession of love was followed in the last sentence by an outcry. It combined nostalgia for the past with a promise for the future. He responded with a passion to Lucy’s recent mention of joint memories from the time of their first acquaintance, more than two decades earlier. “I do remember the times—so well—à toujours et toujours.”


Slipping into French, their language of love, he lent the words “forever and ever” a special weight. Hints, allusions, and half-hidden recollections were all that Franklin and Lucy permitted themselves to share. In 1941 he was fifty-nine and she was fifty. Both were burdened by worries and responsibilities. Both believed in the inviolability of marriage. They were tied with fond respect to their spouses, determined not to hurt their feelings under any circumstances.


Franklin and Lucy always kept strictly to themselves what they felt for each other. Their reticence encouraged observers around them to talk all the more. Roosevelt watchers eagerly spread their speculations about an alleged scandalous relationship that began in the First World War and was resumed in the Second World War. After Franklin died in 1945, Lucy in 1948, and Eleanor in 1962, speculation about “the other woman” in FDR’s life clouded the memory of the president.



FDR’S MISTRESS OR HIS SOUL MATE? MYTHS AND TESTIMONIES


Nobody will ever know with absolute certainty whether Franklin and Lucy veered from their moral principles and found enough privacy for sleeping together.


Two schools of thought present starkly differing perspectives about Franklin and Lucy’s romance. The dominant first group labels Lucy categorically as FDR’s kept woman. The second one, convinced that Lucy and FDR’s relationship was a platonic attachment of remarkable restraint, is headed by contemporary members of the Roosevelt, Mercer, and Rutherfurd families. Ellie Roosevelt Seagraves, FDR and Eleanor’s oldest granddaughter, has expressed her belief in the innocence of Franklin and Lucy’s encounters in oral history interviews since the 1970s. Her testimony, and her personal encouragement to devote new effort to an in-depth study of Lucy’s role in FDR’s life, spurred me to fill in the sparsely known outlines of Lucy’s existence with concrete facts.


The granddaughters of Winthrop and Lucy Mercer Rutherfurd, Lucy and Alice Knowles of Aiken, South Carolina, agree with Mrs. Seagraves. They want to see their grandmother’s friendship with FDR interpreted on the basis of factual evidence, rather than as the sum of salacious hearsay. On numerous visits the Knowles sisters supplied me with unpublished family papers and pictures in their possession that turned out to be invaluable for my work.


The relative who knew Lucy most intimately expressed the deepest disgust at the distortion of Lucy’s image that reduced her to the object of FDR’s desires. Mrs. Lucy Mercer Blundon was named after her beloved Aunt Lucy by her mother Violetta Mercer Marbury. Vio and her sister Lucy spent most of their lives close together in a perfect symbiosis. Four visits with Mrs. Blundon at her home in McLean, Virginia, each lasting many hours, opened my eyes to Lucy as her loved ones saw her. In these long conversations, Mrs. Blundon gallantly overcame her hearing problems and her initial reluctance to talk about very personal matters. I am grateful for her confidence, and for her permission to copy unpublished family papers. Entrusted by Mrs. Blundon with the use of her mother’s extensive photo albums, I was able to compensate for the lack of diaries explaining Lucy’s youth.


I always had a hard time taking my eyes away from Mrs. Lucy Mercer Blundon. She was a grande dame of the old school, a virtual reincarnation of her namesake aunt Lucy Mercer. Mrs. Blundon was lovely to look at, a very private person but warm, thoughtful, and charming even in her late eighties. I was crushed when her widower, Montague Blundon, told me that she had suffered a fatal heart attack in February 2010, and that I had lost in her “a great friend and admirer.”


“Monty” Blundon lived only two years longer than his wife. He handed on her mission as family historian to their daughter in Vermont, Ludy Blundon Biddle. Monty distanced himself firmly from the views of most men in his circle. They had a gut feeling about an ordinary, full-blown affair of FDR and Lucy based on regular sexual encounters. Instead Monty sided with the female relatives of his wife who were convinced of a chaste love between Franklin and a lady of moral standards that were not negotiable.


Mr. Blundon’s successful detective work, debunking myths about Franklin spending a night with Lucy in a motel, proved as compelling as his personal recollections of summers spent with Winthrop and Lucy Rutherfurd on their estate at Allamuchy, New Jersey. The reminiscences of contemporary members of the Rutherfurd family seam-lessly complemented the memories of the Mercers’ descendants. The collection of observations and papers obtained from both families resembled a treasure trove of countless small chips of information. It was my task to assemble them into a large mosaic, a sequence of pictures illustrating how Lucy Mercer Rutherfurd’s fate evolved.



HIDDEN CORNERS IN LUCY’S LIFE


The initial panels of my mosaic, depicting the first twenty years of Lucy’s life, surprised even contemporary members of her family. Nothing was known about Lucy’s formative years overseas. Roosevelt biographers, accustomed to a wealth of facts about the youth of Franklin and Eleanor, were frustrated searching for an equivalent in the background of FDR’s important friend. All accounts of Lucy Mercer began in 1913 when she was twenty-three years old and appeared as Eleanor Roosevelt’s social secretary. Lucy’s change into a new person as an admired great lady in the 1920s and 1930s was again ignored by writers, even though it was crucial for her last, most intense friendship with FDR in the 1940s.


Since decisive periods of Lucy’s life were never explored, her influence on the president could not be properly assessed. The stereotypical formula about Lucy’s characteristics is limited to facts of her birth. It labels her simply as a Catholic from an impoverished aristocratic family. Repeated in numerous biographies of FDR, this limitation to Lucy’s outer circumstances misses the core of her relationship with the president: the beneficial effect on his frame of mind flowing from a gentle, wise, and motherly person tempered by adversity and reduced circumstances.


Franklin’s initial fascination with Lucy as a lovely young lady was easy to grasp for FDR’s biographers, but they were at a loss how to explain his puzzling later efforts to keep Lucy in his life. The question why Franklin never ceased to seek Lucy’s presence remained unanswered. Calling her simply “a nice person” would not do. A look at Lucy’s upbringing by nuns, and at her absolute devotion as a wife, rules out the theory of sexual bonding with FDR.


To solve the riddle of Lucy’s lasting appeal for the president, it was essential for me to trace the testimony of others under her spell—primarily her family and friends in Aiken, South Carolina.



TRAVEL IN LUCY’S FOOTSTEPS


Tracing Lucy Mercer Rutherfurd’s role in FDR and Eleanor’s lives came as the second step in my work on the personal history of the Roosevelts. Yearly journeys to the FDR Library in Hyde Park, between 1989 and 2011, served to explore the influence of Franklin’s mother Sara on his leadership.


Travel was as essential as study in archives for getting to know the dramatis personae, as the Delanos liked to call the main actors of their family, and historical detective work on site was as helpful for discovering Lucy as it had been for understanding Sara and Eleanor. My husband—before our retirement my colleague as a professor at Clarion University of Pennsylvania—was not only my main support at work in the FDR Library, the Houghton Library at Harvard, and the Wilson Library at the University of North Carolina. He was also my travel marshal when we followed in the Roosevelts’ and Delanos’ footsteps in America and France, in Switzerland and Germany, and all across the eastern United States.


The highlight of many interviews with witnesses from Lucy’s world was our day with Mrs. Pamela LeBoutillier. She resided in a pillared temple of the arts hidden deep in the Long Island woods. A grande dame, a contemporary version of a figure from an Edith Wharton novel, she offered unsurpassed views of society life in Aiken. Since her youth Pam had been an intimate friend of Lucy’s daughter Barbara. Linked to the next generation after Lucy as godmother to Lucy’s granddaughter Lucy Rutherfurd Knowles, Pam’s memories covered a long span of time—from the 1920s to the present. A model of gracious hospitality, she helped me visualize Lucy at the top of the social ladder in a world long gone. Her vividly remembered personal experiences on April 12, 1945, added a new facet to the oft-told story of FDR’s last day.


I had to rely on our daughter Katherine for on-the-spot research into Lucy’s formative years in Austria. She interviewed Austrian historians, scholarly sisters in prominent convents, and a reticent countess related by marriage to Lucy’s temporary mother Agnes Carroll Heussenstamm.


I felt closest to Lucy on a bright fall morning in 2008, when I woke up in the bed that had belonged to Lucy’s daughter Barbara in Aiken, South Carolina. It was thrilling to find in an inconspicuous wall cabinet a present that FDR had sent to Lucy by way of Barbara.



LUCY’S OBSERVERS


The more I immersed myself in Lucy Mercer Rutherfurd’s life, the less she resembled the vixen she has been made out to be by a long line of writers. Her denigration reached a peak in the 1970s, in spite of the publication of a major, well-balanced account that served as the basis for all following chronicles of Lucy. It came out in 1968 under the title Washington Quadrille: The Dance Beside the Documents. Its author, Jonathan Daniels, was the son of FDR’s former boss Josephus Daniels, secretary of the navy in the Wilson administration. In 1943 President Roosevelt honored Jonathan Daniels with an appointment as his administrative assistant, and in 1945 he made Daniels his press secretary.


Less responsible, more sales-oriented writers about Franklin and Lucy included the president’s own sons James and Elliott. Their books—published in 1973—reflected the view of Lucy as FDR’s mistress expressed earlier by Joseph Lash in his bestseller Eleanor and Franklin. Lash based his conclusions on his own assumptions and accepted without question the gossip of FDR’s jealous Oyster Bay relatives. The ladies’ speculations were precisely what the public wanted to hear. They revived old, slanderous clichés about Lucy Mercer. Under new, misleading labels, Lucy came to be known as a seductress, as a “secretary” who betrayed her employer Eleanor, and as a “governess” for the children of Winthrop Rutherfurd.


The historian Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., foresaw the growth of this widespread scandal mongering. In 1966 and 1967, he wrote two magazine articles to stem the tide. He called the sensational reports about Franklin’s friendship with Lucy “wrested terribly out of proportion.” Schlesinger insisted that “Eleanor Roosevelt, Franklin Roosevelt, and Lucy Mercer all emerge from the story with honor.” He tried to oppose the tendency of the media to “transform a strong and loving friendship into some kind of scandalous revelation.”


FDR and Eleanor’s daughter Anna Roosevelt Halsted welcomed Schlesinger’s conclusions. She had a special stake in promoting the truth about Lucy, because she had arranged the president’s innocuous dinner meetings with Mrs. Rutherfurd in 1944. In the 1960s Mrs. Halsted was univocal with Schlesinger in her concern about the salacious overtone in new interpretations of her father’s friendship with Lucy. The fallout in the media from the cultural revolution of 1968 increased Mrs. Halsted’s pain. The era’s acceptance of casual sex and “open marriage” made Victorian restraint and self-denial more improbable than ever.


Lucy’s observers overlooked that her long closeness to FDR was rooted in his appreciation of her beneficial influence on his spirit. She earned his affection as a deeply caring, intelligent, and well-informed friend. Lucy made FDR’s interests her own—from his love of nature, of trees and birds, to his love of country, and from there to his concerns for all mankind. While journalists suspected from Lucy’s relationship to Franklin at best a prominent man’s pillow talk with a mistress, Lucy actually served as a trusted sounding board for the president’s deepest thoughts. Whether they were sitting together at their private dinner table in the White House, or in the open at an outlook under the pine trees near Warm Springs, they talked about heady subjects. FDR revealed his view of present domestic politics and presented to his listener his plans for the future in foreign policy. He relied absolutely on Lucy’s discretion, while he was not always sure whether Eleanor the columnist was reliable in keeping his secrets to herself.


Observers of the triangle situation, created by the appearance of another woman in the Roosevelts’ marriage, initially limited their focus to the tragic consequences for Eleanor of the shock caused by the revelation of Lucy’s letters to Franklin in September 1918. More recently admirers of Eleanor in the new millennium looked at the turmoil caused by Lucy in Eleanor’s heart and mind in a positive light. They pointed out that Eleanor’s rival played a crucial role as a catalyst for her transformation from a conventional society matron into one of America’s great politicians and role models for generations to come.


Joseph Alsop, who complained in 1982 that the story of Franklin and Lucy had “never been properly told before,” stressed the benefit to his psyche that his cousin Franklin derived from his closeness to Lucy. Not only did it play “pretty nearly as great a role in Franklin Roosevelt’s life and career as his tragic infantile paralysis,” but it also “transformed for good [Franklin and Eleanor’s relationship] from a normal marriage into a highly successful working partnership.” Alsop’s mother Corinney, Eleanor’s first cousin, considered it as more important that Franklin’s “disappointment in a strong and strongly felt love did much to banish the ‘feather duster’ side in Franklin Roosevelt, and to deepen, toughen, and mature his character and personality even prior to his paralysis.”


As Franklin and Lucy’s platonic love fades into the past, its innocence loses ever more credibility. Contemporary observers scoff at Victorian standards before the First World War. It is well known that Eleanor called sex “an ordeal.” Conventional wisdom concludes that a virile man of thirty-five like Franklin, enjoying openly the company of a beautiful lady, must have had an adulterous affair with her.


Alsop’s new interpretation of the triangle relationship formed by FDR, Eleanor, and Lucy was full of praise for all three of them. They “all met this crisis in their lives . . . in the grandest style, to a degree that one can only admire nowadays, although their version of the grand style is likely to bewilder all too many persons in the 1980’s.” As a member of the Roosevelt’s Oyster Bay clan, and a grandson of Theodore and Elliott Roosevelt’s sister Corinne Roosevelt Robinson, Joseph Alsop had known all of Eleanor and Franklin’s Oyster Bay and Hyde Park relatives since childhood. Alsop’s insights were tucked away in his biography of his cousin, titled FDR: A Centenary Remembrance—an unwieldy publication in the format of a coffee table book.


After the turn of the twenty-first century, conflicting new voices retold the old story. Ellen Feldman’s poetic novel of 2003, titled Lucy, adopted the perspective of Franklin and Eleanor’s sons, seeing sex as the ultimate fulfillment of FDR and Lucy’s relationship. A year later Resa Willis differed with a more nuanced approach in her slim volume FDR and Lucy: Lovers and Friends.


Joseph Persico proved himself the most radical proponent of the theory that the attraction of Lucy for FDR was purely sexual. In his 2008 book Franklin and Lucy, he revived old beliefs in the continuity of their sexual bonding, even in the years following FDR’s paralysis by polio. An experienced author, Persico encouraged biographers and journalists to once again assume as a matter of course that Lucy was FDR’s mistress.


The scarce substantive information about Lucy’s life and personality was not increased by new research in the first decades after the year 2000. Errors and misrepresentation were handed down from one writer to the next, but the basic formula of Lucy’s evaluation as a historical figure remained within the limits set by Jonathan Daniels in 1968. Nevertheless, the awareness of Lucy’s impact on FDR and Eleanor’s fate has risen to an ever-higher level in the Roosevelt literature. Peter Collier’s concept of interweaving the history of Theodore Roosevelt and Franklin Roosevelt’s clans in his 1994 book The Roosevelts: An American Saga, was expanded in 2014 by Geoffrey C. Ward and the filmmaker Ken Burns in a large volume called The Roosevelts: An Intimate History. The book turned into a printed document the images and text of the PBS series of documentary films on the Roosevelts, adding Eleanor Roosevelt—Theodore’s niece and Franklin’s wife—to the three star-constellation in the firmament of American presidential history.


Lucy’s chaste frame of mind is hard to imagine in the twenty-first century. Her relationship with FDR is automatically listed as an earlier chapter in the chronicles of overflowing presidential libido. Lucy seems to belong in a similar niche with a Marilyn Monroe or a Monica Lewinsky. On the other hand, Henry Kissinger’s formula of power as “the ultimate aphrodisiac” does not fit Lucy’s attraction to Franklin.


While research on Eleanor continues to regard Lucy as her nemesis, it fails to recognize a distinct advantage in her husband’s preoccupation with an unselfish friend like Lucy. The impeccable Mrs. Rutherfurd presented a relatively benign challenge to Eleanor’s standing in her marriage and with the public. A perfect lady of high moral principles, Lucy always stayed out of the general view. She was ever careful not to mar the appearances of an intact marriage of a man holding high office. In her place another more self-seeking and ruthless woman might have caused serious harm to the president’s reputation.


New evidence of Lucy’s modesty and lack of vanity is still turning up. A letter from Lucy to FDR’s personal secretary Grace Tully, dated April 9, 1945, was found in 2010. It shows her as thoughtful and tactful as ever to the very end of FDR’s life. Lucy only agreed to come to Warm Springs after Miss Tully assured her that “the Boss” specifically asked for her visit. Lucy’s response to Franklin’s longing for her turned out to be a blessing for both of them. Lucy was rewarded for the rest of her life by the knowledge that her coming had benefited a very sick man. The president was comforted by her tenderness in his last days, and by her beloved presence in the hour of his death.





PART ONE


LUCY AS MISS MERCER
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CHAPTER 1


BORN OF THE BLUEST BLOOD



LUCY’S MOTHER, MINNIE TUNIS MERCER: HEIRESS OF MERCHANT PRINCES


LUCY GETS OUT reads a neatly printed line under a photograph from the 1890s. Shiny black colors dominate the picture, from the rumps of two stately horses to the top hat of the coachman holding the reins. The image evokes a golden Cinderella coach, with a tiny princess descending steep steps.


A little girl of about five, Lucy is the brightest spot in the picture from the Mercers’ family album. She almost disappears under a wide-brimmed, frilly white hat that matches her white summer dress. Large, dimly outlined residential buildings in the background indicate that Lucy had just arrived home in the family carriage. An even more faded photo shows Lucy and her older sister Violetta hugging soft-bodied dolls. Their dolls were huge even by the standards of Victorian times, when little girls were expected to develop motherly feelings playfully at an early age.


It is not known whether Vio and Lucy’s mother expressed special tenderness for her young children. With an array of nurses and governesses at her call, it is unlikely that she cared for them herself. The chronicles of Washington’s high society at the time speak only about the brilliant trail left by Mrs. Carroll Mercer on the capital’s social scene. Minnie Leigh Tunis Mercer (later often called Minna), was well endowed with assets that made her sparkle in her circle: she combined blue blood, beauty, wealth, ambition, and regal bearing.


Her background was both opulent and aristocratic. Through her mother, whose given name was Henderson, Minna belonged to one of the first families of North Carolina. Caroline Earl Henderson had married “down” socially, but “up” in wealth. Her husband John Tunis could trace his ancestry only to his grandparents. When Violetta and Lucy Mercer reconstructed their family tree for six generations, they had to leave twenty-three slots on the Tunis side blank. But there were plenty of other ancestors to fill in the tree, which blossomed with illustrious names from as far back as colonial days.


When the time came for Lucy Mercer and Franklin Roosevelt—both genealogy buffs—to compare their family histories, Franklin lost out to Lucy by a wide margin. His Roosevelt and Delano ancestors could not remotely compare in historical importance to Lucy’s forebears, at least according to the snobbish standards of the Victorian era. In fact, the aristocratic Mrs. Schuyler Van Rensselaer had declared in History of New York in the Seventeenth Century (1909) that “at no pre-Revolutionary period was the Roosevelt family conspicuous nor did any member of it attain distinction.”


The founding father of the American Roosevelt family, Claes van Rosenvelt, had arrived in New Amsterdam as a humble Dutch farmer around 1650. His grandsons John (Johannes) and James (Jacobus) Roosevelt eventually became successful merchants. In 1858 John’s descendants, called the Oyster Bay Roosevelts, produced President Theodore Roosevelt, the uncle of Eleanor. In 1882 James’s descendants, called the Hyde Park Roosevelts, yielded President Franklin Roosevelt—the first statesman among five generations of wealthy New York City businessmen since his great-great-grandfather Isaac Roosevelt, born in 1726, who stood out with his political prowess as a member of New York’s Constitutional Convention and the State Assembly.


By contrast, Lucy’s ancestors—the Mercers and the Carrolls, the Masons, the Pages, and the Spriggs—were counted among Virginia and Maryland’s prominent families for many generations. Lucy’s ancestors on her father’s side had their roots in large, princely estates. Enterprising scions of landed English families, they acquired immense plantations in the colonies in the late 1600s and served as colonels and generals in the War of Independence. Later, as statesmen and governors of southern states, they helped shape the new nation.


The family tree of Lucy’s mother, Minnie Tunis Mercer, paralleled that of the two Roosevelt dynasties. Like the Hyde Park and Oyster Bay Roosevelts, it was dominated by well-to-do businessmen of social distinction. Minna’s father was the third John Tunis in as many generations—all highly regarded as merchant princes in their native Norfolk, Virginia. When Minna’s great-grandfather, the first known John Tunis, died on December 8, 1830, the community of Norfolk “mourned his death as a public loss.” His epitaph lists a number of charitable works and praises him as a philanthropist, acting upon his “troublesome conscience.” Norfolk remembered Minna’s great-grandfather for his “usefulness and public spirit as a citizen, for his intelligence and integrity as a merchant, and for his benevolence and sterling worth in all relations of social life.” A model family man, he was praised as “a devoted husband and a kind and indulgent parent.” Theodore Roosevelt, Sr., President Theodore Roosevelt’s father, can be regarded as Tunis’s equivalent in the Roosevelt family. Born just one year after the death of Tunis, Roosevelt Sr. (known as Great-heart) stood out as the benefactor of many charitable institutions, like New York’s Newsboys Lodging-House.


When Minna’s grandfather (the next John Tunis) died, the citizens of Norfolk erected a monument in “loving tribute to one who gave his life in the service of this stricken community during the prevailing epidemic . . . administering to the wants of the sick, until he himself fell a victim of its ravages.” Just fifty years old, this John Tunis left a noble heritage and a large fortune to his own son John Edward Tunis. Unfortunately, the son died only eleven years after his father at the age of thirty-one. John Edward’s early death on February 23, 1866, would have tragic consequences for his aristocratic wife Caroline and their three-year old daughter Minna. It eventually also overshadowed the lives of the granddaughters he never knew, Violetta and Lucy Mercer.


In times of need, and especially when young women were in distress about affairs of the heart, the relatives of Lucy Mercer’s maternal grandmother Caroline Henderson Tunis provided moral and practical support. The Scottish Henderson relatives could trace their prominence to the Jamestown colony. One of their descendants, Samuel Henderson, moved to North Carolina as justice of the peace and high sheriff. Pleasant, the youngest of his five officer sons, won distinction as a major. In times of peace, he served as superior court clerk of Orange County, North Carolina, and as steward of the University of North Carolina.


Pleasant’s son Alexander, a surgeon in the U.S. Navy, was Lucy Mercer’s great-grandfather. His marriage to the high-born Elizabeth Earl Johnson enhanced the social standing of their daughter Caroline Earl Henderson. But Caroline, Lucy Mercer’s grandmother, did not choose a scion of an old family for a husband. Instead she married John Edward Tunis III, Norfolk’s richest merchant. When their only daughter Minna was born on June 18, 1863, the young family’s good fortune seemed sealed. As far as anybody in Norfolk could tell, neither Caroline nor Minnie Tunis would ever want for anything. But John’s early death spelled disaster for mother and daughter.


* * *


John Lowell, Jr., a lawyer of Pemberton Square in Boston, was entrusted with the posthumous management of John Edward Tunis’s fortune. Although the terms of Tunis’s will are unknown, Mr. Lowell’s letters to Minna contain references to many family tragedies that occurred after her father’s death. Caroline was only twenty-five when she was widowed. After she remarried and had children with her second husband Andrew Sigourney, she appears to have lost her claim on her inheritance from her first husband. By the time Minna came of age, she was in charge and acting as her father’s only beneficiary. But she was unprepared for the responsibilities of an heiress. Her father had not lived to teach her how to use money wisely.


Initially, Minna’s mother Caroline held the purse strings at the discretion of Mr. Lowell. But young Minna borrowed substantial sums—as much as $3,800 at a time—from funds held by her mother as her guardian. The money in Minnie Tunis’s young hands might have amounted to a quarter of a million in today’s dollars. By the summer of 1887, when Minna was twenty-four, she had won the upper hand after many years of disputes over money. Minna’s mother and half sister now depended on the young woman’s generosity. While Minna received monthly payments of four hundred dollars from Boston, her mother had to do with monthly payments of less than two hundred dollars.


Mr. Lowell, the family lawyer, proved to be a kind and wise man. In a fatherly way, he tried to soften the temperamental Minna’s harsh judgment. On July 15, 1887, Minna’s mother Caroline—who had become addicted to narcotics—turned to the family lawyer for help. “She is very anxious to go to Europe to live,” Mr. Lowell reported to Minna, “and from what she says and what has happened to us this time I am satisfied that the only chance of freedom from annoyance for you is to let her go.” Minna would have to foot the bill. Mr. Lowell advised her “to pay for her [mother’s] passage, to give her some money to start with (but not much) and to increase her monthly payments to 200 dollars.”


By April of the following year, Mr. Lowell’s strategy seemed to have worked. He wrote Minna, “Your mother is much better. Dr. Folson tells me she has not touched any morphine or other narcotics for at least 3 weeks; that she is very sorry for what she may have said or done to you. Would it not be well if you and she could be on good terms with each other once more.”


Sympathetic to the plight of his clients, Mr. Lowell acted beyond the call of duty as the manager of the Tunis legacy. But advising Minnie Tunis was a thankless job. She regarded her attorney mainly as a spigot that spouted cash, a fixture to be turned on forcefully until it yielded its last drop. Mr. Lowell understood Minna’s youthful assertiveness. While the widowed Caroline Tunis was preoccupied with a new husband and a new family, the fatherless Minna suffered from the turbulent relationship with her mother. Nobody had offered the girl a realistic view of the world. Minna did not know the joys of contentment but rather followed the whims of her strong personality. She had received good “school training,” as she said, in Raleigh, North Carolina. She was energetic and independent. Ambitious and lured by the glitter of the Gilded Age, she was willing to use gold to pave her way to the pinnacle of high society.


Young men, eager to help Minna spend her money, soon swarmed around the sweet lure. The lively heiress was not just pretty; she was gorgeous. She stunned her suitors with her perfectly proportioned profile resembling a Roman empress, and with the promise of soul in her large dark eyes. Minna had the presence of a young lady of class who was used to getting what she wanted.


A well-born Englishman, Percy T. Norcop, was different enough from her other admirers to catch Minna’s fancy first. But after three years of marriage, she had reason to wonder about his motives for courtship. When Percy played around, Minna filed for divorce. On June 19, 1886, it was “appearing to the Court that the charges of adultery contained in the plaintiff’s bill, have been sustained by the evidence adduced.” The divorce decree stressed that the defendant, Percy T. Norcop, would be “divested of any property and estate of the plaintiff, acquired by virtue of the marriage.” Minna acted aggressively to protect her fortune, though she knew full well that divorce would cast a shadow on her standing in society and in church.


Minna found a friendly refuge in North Carolina while she let the waves of scandal calm down. She could not lean on her mother but in her large, close-knit southern clan, there were numerous uncles, aunts, and cousins glad to offer her the comforts of family solidarity. The Hokes, Minna’s distinguished relatives in Lincolnton, North Carolina, were happy to make her part of their family. Only two decades earlier, Major General Robert F. Hoke had enjoyed being called Lee’s best general. His son William A. Hoke excelled as a jurist. Long after he offered advice to his cousin Minna, the younger Hoke gained prominence as chief justice of North Carolina’s Supreme Court.


William’s sister Sallie was less brilliant but good naturedly filled the role of Minna’s companion in Lincolnton. Cousin Sallie was not forceful enough for mothering—and certainly not for chaperoning—a freshly divorced young woman of great vitality. This was all the more reason for Minna to take Sallie along when she put an end to her self-imposed exile in North Carolina. In Washington, where major social success beckoned, Minna established herself as the hostess of the Hendersons and the Hokes.


In the spring of 1887, Mr. Lowell reluctantly agreed to Minna’s purchase of a house on P Street, even though the real estate she inherited in Norfolk was not doing well. Minna asked her lawyer not to tell her mother where the new house was located. At the same time, she rebelled against his suggestion to “be careful and buy furniture that is not expensive.” Minna sent to Norfolk for her inherited furniture, but she also extracted two thousand dollars from Mr. Lowell for fine new furnishings. Setting up a house to perfection was her passion. She knew that she was good at it. A generation later she would share her skills with her daughter Lucy, who inherited her exquisite taste.



LUCY’S FATHER, MAJOR CARROLL MERCER: MARYLAND ARISTOCRAT, GRANDMOTHER’S BOY


Shortly after her arrival in the nation’s capital, Minna became a Washington hostess to be reckoned with. Congressmen and senators flocked to her home at 1744 P Street, near Dupont Circle. It was described by one of her Hoke relatives as “so rich and beautiful that it strikes everyone who comes in.”


Friends of friends introduced her to presidential social circles surrounding the young Mrs. Grover Cleveland. But in her days as Mrs. Norcop, Minna had already discovered two aristocratic Maryland families that attracted her more—the Carrolls and the Mercers. Minna was fascinated by a good-looking marine lieutenant who combined both names. He had an edge over many suitors who sought her hand. Carroll Mercer, six years her senior, was a suave society man who had seen the world as an officer. On June 16, 1880, at the age of twenty-three, he had been commissioned as a second lieutenant in the Marine Corps. In 1885 his longest overseas assignment took him all the way to the Isthmus of Panama.


Carroll was known as a charmer but also as a kindhearted friend of nature. He radiated the mystique of nobility. Together with his brother, he had been raised by his grandmother, one of the grande dames of Washington society. From a distance Minna had long admired Mrs. William T. Carroll. In the young woman’s eyes, the distinguished matron surpassed all of Washington’s prominent ladies. But before Minna gave serious consideration to Lieutenant Carroll Mercer’s courtship, she wanted to meet his grandmother and find out whether the Carrolls and Mercers deserved their fame.


Minna knew that Carroll Mercer had lost his mother, Violetta Lansdale Carroll, when he was a child. When Violetta’s two little boys were rescued by their grandmother Sarah Carroll, they were brought close to another proud family’s heritage. Sarah, also known as Sally, had grown up in style as the daughter of Governor Samuel Sprigg of Maryland. The governor’s wife, the distinguished Violetta Lansdale, was the first of three Violettas in the family. Sarah Sprigg’s marriage to William T. Carroll, clerk of the U.S. Supreme Court, was a widely celebrated social event. William’s father, Charles Carroll of Bellevue, had inherited great wealth from his own father, Charles Carroll of Duddington Manor. He was a first cousin of the most famous Carroll, the last surviving signer of the Declaration of Independence.
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William T. Carroll raised no eyebrows when he married his mother’s niece. Marriages between first cousins were common in a small, exclusive society with a limited number of eligible partners. A similar scenario led to frequent intermarriages among the first families in the Hudson Valley. A century later Theodore Roosevelt would congratulate his niece Eleanor for “keeping the name in the family” with her marriage to Franklin Roosevelt. But they were cousins only through a common ancestor five generations back.


The numerous cousins in Lucy Mercer’s noble family tree were much more closely related than their peers in New York State. There was a Sophia Sprigg in Lucy’s ancestry in addition to her great-grandmother Sarah Sprigg. But all that counted was their descent from the founding father Thomas Sprigg, who had won thousands of acres in land grants after he came to Maryland from England in 1658.


Minnie Tunis was impressed by the life stories of Carroll Mercer’s ancestors, but she was thoroughly charmed by his grandmother’s graciousness and self-confidence. Minna could always count on a warm reception at the great lady’s home, the legendary Carroll House. Mrs. Sarah Sprigg Carroll had good reason to welcome one of Washington’s most eligible heiresses under her roof. She regarded Minna as an ideal match for her motherless grandson Carroll Mercer. The young man was like a son to Sarah, having been brought up under her care together with his brother John Francis Mercer. But although Carroll had inherited the bluest of blue blood, the riches of his planter forefathers had melted away over the previous two generations.


Carroll received a good education at Columbian College, a forerunner of George Washington University. Seeking a career in the military, he followed family tradition. He could count on excellent connections as he rose through the ranks. Two brothers of Carroll’s mother Violetta Lansdale had served as generals. There was, however, no lush plantation in Carroll’s background to enable him to retire to the life of a gentleman farmer.


Carroll’s physique was imposing. Close to six feet tall, he entered a room with panache and won general respect with his impeccable, gentlemanly manners. A keen interest in naval matters set him apart from his fellow officers.


Carroll’s father Thomas Swann Mercer died prematurely, only twenty-two years after he and Violetta were married in 1856. It was Carroll’s good fortune that his grandmother could receive Minna, the young lady he courted, in a palatial mansion on beautifully landscaped grounds. Carroll House stood on property left in trust to Sarah by her father, the ex-governor. Many Washington dignitaries, including former President James Monroe, enjoyed her hospitality. Sarah could not guess that in only a few years Carroll’s daughters Vio and Lucy, her own great-granddaughters, would romp happily in the lovely garden.


When Minnie Tunis set foot in Mrs. William T. Carroll’s place at 18th and F Streets—now listed in the National Register of Historic Places—the grandeur of the Sprigg and Carroll family legacies was tangible. Her hostess was happy to fill her in on the Mercers’ fame as well. She could sense that Minnie Tunis was determined to marry up. As a prospective member of the Mercer family, Minna needed to know that the Mercers of Aldie and Meikleour were “oulder than ould Perth,” according to an ancient verse often cited by Scottish historians. The Mercers could trace their family in Scotland back to 1200. The renown of the first known John Mercer was established at the time of King Richard II.


* * *


After John Mercer’s descendants emigrated from England, they rose rapidly in the ranks of the landed gentry in the American colonies. John Mercer of Marlborough, the legendary founding father of the Mercers’ dominion by the Potomac River and Chesapeake Bay, was Carroll Mercer’s great-great-grandfather. He died at the age of sixty-four in 1768—a Crown lawyer, the owner of large estates, and the father of nineteen children.


His heir Colonel John Francis Mercer, a student and friend of Thomas Jefferson, served as governor of Maryland from 1801 to 1803. When Marlborough—his inherited mansion in Stafford County, Virginia—burned down, he moved to Cedar Park, the Maryland estate of his wife Sophia Sprigg. The mansion, located by the West River near Annapolis, still belonged to Mr. and Mrs. Mercer when young Carroll was born there in 1857. Colonel Mercer, “generous to a fault,” had sacrificed a large portion of his “noble fortune” to the cause of the Revolution. He paid out of his own pocket for the horses, arms, and munitions of his regiment.


The family’s finances never recovered from the drain. Carroll’s father Thomas Swann Mercer worked as a physician. He had to sell Cedar Park and move to Washington. But his marriage to his cousin Violetta Lansdale, from another dynasty of planters, added to the distinction of the Mercer family.


The prominence of the Mercers was beyond question, but it was the dignity and charm of Carroll’s grandmother Sarah that finally won over her guest. Minna had taken one of her trusted Hoke cousins along on the visit that would decide her future. The young man echoed Minna’s awe upon making closer acquaintance with the “Carroll Mercer kin.” Writing home to Lincolnton, North Carolina, Mr. Hoke praised them lavishly as “elegant people and Mrs. Carroll is an elegant old lady.”


Minna’s fascination with her prospective in-laws was sealed by the presence of Sarah Carroll’s daughter. Carroll Mercer’s aunt, an older sister of his late mother Violetta, was married to a Count Esterhazy. Also named Sarah, she spelled her nickname “Sallie” to distinguish herself from her mother’s nickname “Sally.” Minna’s Hoke cousin remarked about the lady, “The Countess could talk one to death in 15 minutes by the watch.” But in Minna’s eyes the Countess Esterhazy had everything she would have wished for in a mother-in-law, had Carroll’s mother Violetta lived to fill the role.


Mrs. Sarah Carroll and her namesake daughter, the cosmopolitan countess, served as Minna’s role models. Minna tried to emulate the Carrolls not only in their smart living, but also in the depth of their faith. The spiritual side of the Carrolls impressed her profoundly. Their historic roots in the Roman Catholic Church set the Carrolls apart from the Anglican traditions of most planter families. Minna’s conversion to Catholicism, and her decision to raise her daughters Vio and Lucy as Catholics, represented a deliberate break with the Mercers’ Episcopalian heritage.


When Minna’s idol Sallie Carroll married the Austrian Count Esterhazy, she fit seamlessly into the Catholic tradition of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. Minna would not have been averse to a similar turn of fate for her daughters Violetta and Lucy. Surprisingly, Minna’s romantic visions almost came true.


Minna sensed right away a kindred spirit in the Countess Esterhazy. She had been the darling of Washington society in Abraham Lincoln’s time. The wedding of Sarah Virginia Carroll to Maximilian Ernst Maria, Count Esterhazy, took place on June 6, 1870, in Washington. Count Esterhazy was serving as secretary to the Imperial and Royal Austro-Hungarian legation at the American capital when he fell in love with one of the most enchanting ladies in President Lincoln’s entourage. The lovely Sallie Carroll had been widowed at twenty-seven. Her husband Charles Griffin, a general in the Civil War, had died from yellow fever in Galveston, Texas, three years earlier.


In the six years of her first marriage, Sallie Carroll Griffin rose to the zenith of Washington society. The New York Herald called her wedding in the mansion of her father William T. Carroll, clerk of the U.S. Supreme Court, “one of the most brilliant assemblages ever witnessed in Washington.” Eventually, Sallie was perhaps even better remembered for triggering Mary Todd Lincoln’s perpetual jealousy. It seems that Mrs. Sarah Griffin shone a tad too brightly at White House balls. In his Illustrated Weekly, Frank Leslie commented that “Mrs. Griffin was simply but tastefully attired in a corn-colored silk head-dress of bright crimson flowers. She was observed of all, as she leaned on the arm of the President.”


Sallie Carroll’s second marriage, to an Austrian diplomat, added to her glamour. Her new husband, Count Maximilian Esterhazy, belonged to the Forchtenstein branch of the historic clan. The Esterhazy name became famous in 1683, when a member of the family distinguished himself as a military leader in the successful defense of Vienna, which had been besieged by Turkish invaders. A hundred years after this time, names of the music-loving brothers—Prince Paul II and Prince Nikolaus I Esterhazy—were forever linked to the composer Franz Joseph Haydn as his patrons.


Sallie’s husband, the wealthy lord of large estates in Hungary, was just a count rather than a prince. But Sallie filled the role of countess superbly, even after she was widowed a second time in 1883. Mrs. Edith Benham Helm, social secretary to First Ladies Edith Wilson and Eleanor Roosevelt, called Countess Esterhazy “a very charming person with a lovely voice and must have been a great beauty when young.” In 1912, when Sallie was seventy-two and living in London, a society observer joked that Washington’s Carroll Mercer “in all probability will inherit something from his Aunt Sallie, the Countess Esterhazy, provided she does not lavish everything she possesses on her young admirers.”


By 1917 Sallie Carroll Esterhazy had become a legend in England. At her death a requiem mass was celebrated in Westminster Chapel. Against all expectations, it was not her nephew Carroll Mercer but his recently widowed wife Minnie Mercer who was eligible to become the beneficiary of a legacy from the countess.



CARROLL AND MINNIE MERCER’S ROMANCE: IDYLL IN EGYPT


Money was no concern for Minna at the time when Countess Sallie was about to become her relative by marriage. Minna was well aware that her union with Carroll Mercer—just as the marriage of her own mother and father, Caroline Henderson and John Tunis—combined the allure of new money with the appeal of famous old names. Minna and Carroll shared both a preference for a casually elegant lifestyle and the ambition to rule at the top of society. They were congenial, they were in love, and they made a stunning couple.


Minna had the means and determination to stay close to her beloved, even when his military assignments put an ocean between them. Seeking Carroll out overseas added the adventurous touch to her romance that Minna craved. She wanted a life out of the ordinary, setting her apart from her peers.


To realize her grand plans, Minna had been pulling more impatiently than ever at her financial leash. Her father had deliberately kept it short. There was still only one way for Minna to get at her money, and it passed through the narrow channel of Mr. Lowell’s consent. In the fall of 1887, the family attorney had declared Minna’s repeated request to buy an estate in North Carolina “out of the question.” Seven months later, though, Mr. Lowell was amenable to a less expensive proposal. He approved his client’s plan to marry Carroll Mercer in London and went along with her intention to live with him overseas after the wedding. On April 10, 1888, Minna received a letter of credit to use abroad, “$3000 for the six months you are to be away.”


At first Mr. Lowell balked when Minna asked for steamer tickets to London, but it was not easy to resist the prodding of a persistent young lady with a great zest for life. In spite of his protests that he was no travel agent, Mr. Lowell came around. On June 8 he wrote Minna, “I have engaged two berths, nos. 217 and 218 on the Germanic for June 20th. These are all that are left on the Germanic.”


When Minna sailed to London on the White Star ocean liner Germanic, she was properly chaperoned. As her companion, she invited her cousin Sallie Hoke, who had always hoped to go to Europe to study music. The watchful eyes of an Episcopal bishop, Theodore Benedict Lyman of the Diocese of North Carolina, would assure the Henderson relatives that Minna would not fall in with the fast crowd on board that drank “champagne and cocktails from morning to night.”


Minna did not at all like the idea that she would soon turn the ripe age of twenty-five. She wished to live on without regard to birthdays, she told the Hokes, adding the exclamation, “Pray for us at church.” Her prayer for staying young would be answered for almost sixty years until she died in 1947, vivacious and rebellious to the end.


The rapid ticking of life’s clock encouraged Minna’s pursuit of an immediate wedding with Carroll. After she joined him in London, a copy of her and Percy’s divorce decree arrived from Lincolnton, just in time for the ceremony on July 30, 1888. It took place “according to the Rites and Ceremonies of the Established Church” at Saint Martinin-the-Fields, an Anglican church in Trafalgar Square. Sallie Badger Hoke served as one of the witnesses. The bride always stressed that the officiating Reverend John F. Kitto was “the Queen’s Chaplain.”


The newlyweds started their honeymoon in Paris and Italy. Before long Lieutenant Mercer had to report back for duty on his naval vessel, the USS Quinnebaug. His new wife followed on a commercial ship. She finally caught up with him in a remote corner of the eastern Mediterranean. The Quinnebaug was moored in Alexandria, Egypt, from November 28, 1888, to April 10, 1889—allowing the young couple a delightful time together under a warm winter sun. The young Mrs. Carroll Mercer had her fill of the exotic living she had missed in boring Lincolnton.


At a time when properly timid young matrons from the District of Columbia would consider a trip across the river to Alexandria, Virginia, an adventure, Minnie Mercer was exhilarated at being stranded in Alexandria, Egypt. Here she was, in her fifth month of pregnancy, in an ancient but utterly foreign Arab country. Egypt was poor, in political and economic chaos. Only six years earlier in 1882, Alexandria—the country’s major port—had been bombarded from the sea by British warships putting down a revolt.


Minna was separated from home by more than four thousand miles, facing a string of rocky return voyages on steamers through the Mediterranean and the Atlantic. But the venturesome Minna was having the time of her life. She was well cared for by Carroll, the man she wanted. He in turn was entitled to protection by British soldiers, who had been guarding the small British-American colony since the 1850s.


A number of prominent Americans had remained at Egypt’s leading port since the time of westernization under Ismail Pasha. One of them, Judge Victor Clay Barringer, happened to belong to the vast circle of Minna’s relatives from North Carolina. Minna could not make much of his scholarship in Roman and Muslim law, but she was grateful for the hospitality extended by the Barringers. She raved in letters to Sallie Hoke about their “really charming” little garden and she delighted in breakfasts of local specialties, like tiny eggs and small fruity bananas.


Even in her idyll on the Mediterranean coast, Minna could not sit still. On a trip with Carroll up the Nile to Cairo, inland heat and gusts of dusty wind could not discourage her from exploring the wonders of the desert. The pyramids inspired awe but the Sphinx made her laugh. She joked with Carroll that its flat-nosed expression in stone reminded her of her cousin Sallie Hoke.


Though far away from her duels by correspondence with Mr. Lowell, Minna’s perennial discontent with the state of her finances caught up with her. She was six months pregnant. On January 25, 1889, years of uncertainty about the scope of her inheritance came to an end with the final settlement of her father’s estate. In a solemn statement, Mr. Lowell informed her that the entire estate was worth somewhat more than three hundred thousand dollars, the equivalent of about three and a half million dollars a century later. Part of the fortune was termed “unproductive real estate in Norfolk, Berkley and Newark.” Mr. Lowell warned Minna that her yearly net income would not exceed $6,968.21.


The financial disappointment was soon softened by Minna’s joy at the birth of her first child. Her daughter Vio, named after her late grandmother Violetta Lansdale Carroll, was born on March 31, 1889. Judge Barringer called little Violetta Mercer a beauty.


When bad news followed from Boston on April 13, 1889, Mr. Lowell communicated with them delicately by way of Minna’s husband, respecting the vulnerability of a new mother. “My dear Sir,” he wrote Carroll Mercer, “I take the liberty of writing you not wishing to annoy Mrs. Mercer at this time.” A rainstorm had destroyed a portion of her warehouse and wharf property in Norfolk. Consequently, a quantity of slack lime had caught fire, but fortunately the property had been protected by insurance. Earlier Minna’s cousin William A. Hoke had written Mr. Lowell to ask him to cancel the insurance, but the letter arrived too late, after the storm had done its damage. In his letter to Carroll Mercer, the attorney took the opportunity to vent his annoyance with the interference from Mrs. Mercer’s relative in North Carolina. Until this time Mr. Hoke had been mainly entrusted with safekeeping Minna’s inherited jewels. Mr. Lowell noted now that more than two thousand dollars had been paid in premiums for the insurance. It would have been “a foolish waste of money to cancel it,” he remarked tartly. In any case, the loss of rental income at Norfolk was going to diminish Mrs. Mercer’s cash flow for some time to come.


Minna gallantly dismissed the unpleasantness of getting along on two hundred dollars a month less. She had taken in stride the challenges of giving birth one month early in a remote and undeveloped country. She was young, strong in body and spirit. With an infant at her breast, she remained brave even when she had to say goodbye to her husband. Carroll sailed west on the Quinnebaug on June 12; shortly afterward Judge Barringer escorted mother and child to a rocky steamer, on the first leg of their long voyage home.



THE CAVE DWELLERS’ DAUGHTERS: VIO AND LUCY GROWING UP IN SPLENDOR


On April 26, 1891, two years after Minna and Vio left Egypt, a second beautiful daughter was born to Carroll and Minnie Mercer. Baby Lucy looked like an angel. Most records give 1744 P Street in Washington as the address of her birth. Her middle name, Page, alluded to an illustrious line of forebears on her father’s side. The Pages were renowned for women of great charm and great virtue. Their men combined the management of large plantations with scholarship in the law and letters.


Lucy Page Mercer grew up as a city girl. Aside from New York City, the nation’s capital offered America’s upper class the most favorable environment for enjoying the Gay Nineties. Washington flourished with the growth of the federal government and the increase in number of its legislative representatives. High society recruited its members from the Senate and the House, mixing them with descendants of proud old families from colonial times. It also embraced men who had recently amassed great wealth in a nation that was flexing its new industrial muscle. Recognition of the United States as a fledgling world power caused an influx of important foreign embassies into the city. But in spite of the recent upswing, Washington society stayed small. Members of the elite knew each other and competed fiercely, vying for top social recognition.


As a rule, the wives of the great entrepreneurs of the time (the Mrs. Astor of New York, née Caroline Schermerhorn) had the leisure and ambition to become trendsetters. But only the super-rich had their own ballrooms. Minnie Mercer rose to prominence on a smaller scale. She mainly used her skills as a discerning hostess. In contrast to William Backhouse Astor, who left the staging of great social events to his wife Caroline, Minna’s husband was always at her side, actively promoting their standing in the capital’s pecking order.


In June 1890, when Carroll resigned his military commission, he was described simply as a “gentleman” on his daughter Lucy’s birth certificate. Unencumbered by a profession, Carroll was free to direct all his energies to the exclusive social clubs of his circle. He ranked high in the Cave Dwellers Club, a society unique to Washington. Although it had a strange-sounding name, the concept was a success that proved to be long lived, lasting through two world wars and great social change. In modified form it has survived to the present day.


Long after the Gilded Age, Marietta Minnigerode Andrews explained the raison d’être of the Cave Dwellers Club of her era in a 1928 book My Studio-Window: Sketches of the Pageant of Washington Life. “This term, which is a little too suggestive of a limited horizon, is one highly relished by those to whom it properly belongs, and much coveted by such as aspire to be classed with the blue blooded and considered inheritors of old traditions.”


Before the turn of the twentieth century, the Cave Dwellers Club at 1710 Eye Street was the Mercers’ special domain. But Carroll also held a superior position in the exclusive Metropolitan Club and was elected to the first board of governors of the Chevy Chase Club. A new type of club, the latter promoted riding and hunting far out in the Maryland countryside. For its main event of the 1892 season, the Pink Coat Ball in December, part of the ballroom had been converted to a hunters’ woodland festooned with bowers of greenery. The men—prominent in government, business, and the diplomatic corps—wore colorful hunter’s coats. The ladies were resplendent in gowns with touches of glowing scarlet. Everybody had a glorious time until the ball ended at five o’clock in the morning. Minnie Mercer felt that she had truly arrived when she read in the Washington Star’s social pages that Mr. and Mrs. Carroll Mercer were regarded first among the participants of the ball.


Looking back at the Mercers’ role in Washington’s fin de siècle elite, where they cut “quite a swathe,” one historian praised Minna as “easily the most beautiful woman in Washington society.” He recalled in 1912 that “to be invited to one of her dinners was in itself a social distinction that qualified one for admission to any home.”


Maintaining her social position took much of Minna’s money, time, and organizational talent. By the mid-1890s the priorities in the Mercer household were clear. A large staff had to keep their home in showcase condition. Extraordinary cooks had to be hired and supervised for outstanding dinner parties. In a family where the parents were always on the go, the caretakers of the Mercers’ little daughters had to be chosen with special circumspection.


Vio and Lucy spent the first stage of their childhoods in the care of nurses. By this time they were being raised by a governess and indulged by their great-grandmother Carroll. Their mother rarely showed up in the nursery or the schoolroom. She was the distant fairy queen, bending over the girls’ beds for goodnight kisses before she stepped out, a vision in silk and velvet, filling the air with enchanting fragrances.


There is no indication that Vio and Lucy felt shortchanged by their mother’s absences. This was the order of things they knew. They were happily aware of their refined surroundings and preserved its memory in stately picture albums. The girls’ mother was at the center of many photos. Standing ramrod straight, with her head held high, Mrs. Carroll Mercer was the model of a great lady in elegant attire. A whole page of pictures was devoted to Minna’s superior skill in interior decorating. It showed various views of the Mercers’ social rooms, their luxurious furniture, and their interesting curtains and pillows. Lucy’s sister printed the words RHODE ISLAND AVENUE in large letters on the first page, marking the site of the family’s mansion. It was located prestigiously off Connecticut Avenue, close to the place where the Cathedral of Saint Matthew the Apostle was being erected.


As a decorator, Minnie Mercer took pride in staying at the cutting edge of contemporary furnishing trends. She excelled in the fashionable “ebonization” of Victorian living rooms, adding drama to ornate sideboards and cabinets with dark, tinted, or naturally black woods. In the formal entry hall, huge carved elephant heads at the bottom of the staircase added the exotic touch expected in a sophisticated home. While Minna’s own “mother’s room” reflected lighter moods, the luxury of the Gilded Age permeated the whole first floor, resplendent with lavishly upholstered armchairs and sparkling mirrors.


Minna, who liked to surprise visitors with abrupt changes in style from one room to another, carried her era’s fascination with the Orient to an extreme. Japan, which had been open to the West since 1854, offered unusual models of elegant interiors. Minna wanted Carroll, the master of the house, to be portrayed in a kimono amid the sparse Oriental interior of a room she designed. He played along happily with his wife’s favorite decorating theme.


It is difficult to date a rare picture of the whole family seated at the dining room table, although its formality points to a special occasion. The Mercer girls wear their long blond hair unbraided; they turn their backs to the camera and their father sits between them. But their mother, whose name is here spelled “Mina,” is seated in the center. She presides at a setting fit for princes, adorned with fine crystal, silver, and a bowl of roses. In the background a uniformed butler waits for her call. The portrait of a noble family dining in their splendid home marked not only the peak of their good fortune. It also heralded the beginning of the end of their time in the sun.
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