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For Peter Jarrett, my very own English husband, with love and thanks.
G.L.M.


With affectionate respect to the memories of Mrs. Wharton and Mr. James.
C.McD.W.
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Prologue


On a bright fall day in 1860, three hundred thousand people, nearly half the population of New York City, stood jostling each other and craning their necks on either side of Broadway. They were waiting to catch a glimpse of the latest distinguished visitor to their metropolis, a slender, fair-haired nineteen-year-old who had captured the imagination of the populace. He was Albert Edward, Prince of Wales, and as his open barouche bowled down the street, the crowds cheered and waved their welcome.


That was his greeting from the democratic masses. The upper-class welcome was fancier, though no less hysterical. A banquet had been proposed, but this idea was dimly received by the Prince’s suite. His Royal Highness had just left Canada, where he had been to so many banquets. He was awfully fond of dancing. Could there not be a ball to welcome him to New York?


So a ball there was. The select planning committee faced the invidious task of deciding just who in New York society was worthy of meeting the Prince of Wales. Never had there been such groveling, such angling, such pleading for invitations. And when, on the night of October 12, the four thousand chosen people succeeded in fitting themselves into the Academy of Music, another thousand un-chosen succeeded in joining them. The floor promptly collapsed, just as His Royal Highness was about to make his entrance, so the guests had to spend two hours milling around, examining each other’s toilettes (the Rhinelander emeralds, Mrs. Gardiner’s silver-and-coral dress from Worth, the new Paris dressmaker) as a swarm of carpenters made an ungodly racket hammering beneath them. The floor was repaired, the ball began, and though his dancing partners had been carefully chosen in advance, the Prince was mobbed by women—prim, well-bred Victorian ladies who would not let him alone. (“Not in strict accordance with good breeding,” sniffed the Duke of Newcastle, H.R.H.’s chaperon.) The Prince did not seem to mind.


It was the Prince’s first exposure to American women. His enthusiasm for them—and their reciprocal feelings for him—would have a profound effect on English society for the next fifty years.




Yes, dance with him, Lady,
  and bright as they are,
Believe us he’s worthy
  those sunshiny smiles,
Wave for him the flag
  of the Stripe and the Star,
And gladden the heart
  of the Queen of the Isles.


We thank you for all
  that has welcomed him—most
For the sign of true love
  that you bear the Old Land:
Proud Heiress of all
  that his ancestor lost,
You restore it, in giving
  that warm, loving hand.


Punch (1860)







“Before the century is out, these clever and pretty women from New York will pull the strings in half the chanceries in Europe.”
LORD PALMERSTON, British prime minister
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The Prince of Wales is introduced to “Cousin Columbia” by “Lord Punch” in a cartoon published at the time of his American visit.
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The face that launched a thousand daydreams. Every socialite in Manhattan wanted to say she’d danced with the Prince of Wales.
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The Academy of Music transformed into a vast ballroom. Right: The Prince portrayed by famous Civil War photographer Mathew Brady; an extremely valuable piece of pasteboard.
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Old New York


The dozen years that passed after the Prince of Wales’ visit to New York brought the Civil War and profound changes in the economy of America. But New York’s social patterns remained unruffled. For most of the nineteenth century, the city’s society was simple, comprising the families that had been there forever. They were known as “Knickerbockers,” after the knee-length trousers worn by early Dutch settlers from whom many of them were descended. In fact, New York’s social leaders could—with the sole addition of large neck-ruffs—have posed convincingly for portraits of seventeenth-century burghers. Conservatism, thrift, hard work and modesty ruled the day.


The men were bankers, or lawyers, or heirs to mercantile concerns. Some of them had tidy fortunes produced by increasingly valuable Manhattan real estate. But however rich they might be, Knickerbocker families were never showy. The rows of brownstones between Washington Square and Gramercy Park were virtually uniform, with square parlors and suites of rosewood furniture and three sets of curtains at each window. On the dining room table was family silver, thin and worn from generations of use, and Chinese export porcelain. A maid would serve dinner and dust the knickknacks, a cook would manage the unadorned roasts, and a coachman, with a single horse, would convey the family to the opera.
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Left: One of New York’s endless rows of brownstones—pleasantly uniform or stiflingly monotonous, depending on one’s attitude. Right: The city seen from downtown, dominated by church steeples in more ways than one.
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COMME IL FAUT
Dinner at seven is followed by after-dinner calls among old-fashioned New Yorkers.


THE KNICKERBOCKER WAY OF LIFE


Social occasions were also simple. Weddings often took place at home, followed by a “wedding breakfast.” A young girl’s début—when she was formally presented to society, i.e., to her parents friends—involved little more than donning a white dress, putting up her hair and receiving guests at a tea. Later she could accompany her parents to evening parties, where the entertainment included parlor games for the young people and cards for the grownups, with a bowl of punch and some shredded ham to punctuate the festivities. Dances meant rugs rolled back, furniture pushed to the wall, and a willing spinster pounding away on the piano. Ballrooms, in those days, were unheard of.


It was a stable way of life, and a secure one. The débutante, daydreaming in the dark parlor, could easily envision her future: two or three seasons of paying calls with Mama, looking at albums of Venice with young men at parties, blushingly sharing a hymnal at church, having her hand pressed meaningfully on the dance floor. A proposal, and marriage to an upstanding young banker or lawyer. Her own brownstone on a side street, and managing the house and children. Being a matron, and wearing elegant dark colors, perhaps even (if she’d chosen the right young banker) dresses from Paris, though they would have to lie unworn in trunks for a season or two to be right for New York—a Knickerbocker woman should not be too fashionable. A box for the opera at the Academy of Music; possibly a summer cottage; and, in time, a débutante daughter of her own, looking at albums of Venice with her best friend’s son.


If life in Old New York was dull and predictable, the Knickerbocker families liked it that way. But this Eden of the bourgeoisie couldn’t last. In the 1860s, a whole new group of people began making money in industry—in armaments, in railroads, in preserved meats to feed the soldiers, in harvesters that freed workers from the fields. These enterprises made a lot of men very rich, very fast. And when they got rich, they came to New York.




Because it was considered vulgar to be “en avant de la mode,” ladies in Old New York either had their Paris dresses altered by their maids or stored them for a season or two before putting them on.
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On New Year’s Day, Knickerbocker males went from house to house calling on ladies of their acquaintance, who stayed put, looked pretty and poured punch.
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Some respectable Old New York families didn’t even bother to keep a horse and carriage, renting instead from a livery stable as the need arose.



WORLDS IN COLLISION


That New York was the social citadel, nobody doubted. Boston had evolved its own peculiar intellectual and sumptuary restrictions that took all the fun out of the high society game. Philadelphia had been left behind by commerce, and commercial money provided the new blood that kept the competition sharp. Washington, ever since the early, emphatic separation of politics from society (America was the only country in the world where having been born in a log cabin could be construed as a political advantage), was a backwater.


So, wherever money was made and social aspiration followed, New York was the acknowledged Great Good Place. And though New Yorkers had known this for generations, they were taken aback by the sudden mass-market appeal of their hitherto quiet city. Suddenly, there were new carriages on the drives in Central Park. New faces appeared in the stalls at the Academy of Music (but not in the boxes, for these were handed from one generation to another). New names were heard on husbands’ lips, in connection with business downtown.


Naturally enough, these new people thought they might like to take part in the social life of New York. If the Knickerbocker menfolk could do business with the husbands, couldn’t the Knickerbocker ladies call on the wives? The answer was: Absolutely not. And nothing could make them. For New York society was run by women, and they were implacable in their distaste for new people. These arrivistes had no business upsetting the quiet, dignified, family-oriented city of prewar days. And they were so showy. Their womenfolk, for instance, were capable of wearing Paris dresses the instant the trunks from Worth cleared Customs. These people, with their new money still gritty from the mines or tacky with shoe polish, knew nothing of culture or manners, and certainly nothing of restraint. Why, August Belmont, who had married the perfectly respectable Caroline Perry, owned a gold-plated dinner service! Wasn’t china good enough? And what was the use of all that fancy French cooking when a brace of canvasback duck had kept gentlemen happy for decades?


Clearly, something had to be done before these nouveaux riches achieved a critical mass and the sedate refinements of Old New York were lost forever in a welter of ostentation.




“A fortune of only a million is respectable poverty.”
WARD MCALLISTER





[image: image]


Mrs. Astor’s house at 34th and Fifth had one of the few private ballrooms in New York. It held just four hundred people; hence, “the Four Hundred.”


[image: image]


In black festooned with diamonds, Mrs. Astor receives her carefully selected guests. Her annual ball on a Monday in January defined the limits of New York’s élite.


The print edition of this book includes an image called At Home on Washington Square.
Please download a PDF of this image here: workman.com/ebookdownloads
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THE CUT DIRECT


DEFINITION: A social technique designed to express disapproval, reinforce superiority, demonstrate exclusivity; a very public snubbing. (“For reasons that you and I and everyone watching us comprehend, I do not choose to acknowledge your existence, despite our having met at tea/gone to finishing school together/ been bridesmaids at each other’s weddings.”)


THE VICTIMS: Outsiders, either unsavory social climbers or former insiders who have let down the side.


THE TECHNIQUE: Choose the most public place available—a ballroom, the opera house or Fifth Avenue. Make sure your intended victim sees you; establish eye contact if possible. Wait for a sign of acknowledgment—a nod, a raised hand, a smile. (This is important; if the victim ignores you, she may feel she has been the cuttor and you the cuttee.) Approach—and sail past, stony-faced, as if the individual were not there. Do not look back to revel in discomfiture. That would be rude.





NOBS VS. SWELLS


At this time Knickerbocker society was led by Mrs. William Backhouse Astor, widely known as the Mrs. Astor, and she was seconded in her task of keeping order by a self-important Southerner named Ward McAllister. A man to whom social nuance was the very bread of life, McAllister came up with a grand idea for coping with the onslaught of new people. He organized a group called the Patriarchs, twenty-five New Yorkers who would give three balls each season beginning in the winter of 1872. Each Patriarch could invite four ladies and five gentlemen as his guests, vouching for their social acceptability. The goal was to redefine society, so that anyone consistently invited to the balls would be clearly In.


The brilliance of the plan lay in McAllister’s selection of the Patriarchs. They were carefully chosen to form a new social élite, representing not only the “Nobs” (the old oligarchy) but the “Swells” (the high-living possessors of new money). This coalition would, McAllister thought, create an unchallenged and unchallengeable hierarchy. He expected that once they were assimilated into the chosen people, the Swells would hasten to align themselves against their former fellows and step on the hands of the climbers just below them on the ladder.


McAllister’s calculations left out, however, a distinctive feature of American society: there is always new money. Even the apparent codification of New York society in the Partriarchs’ Balls couldn’t solve  the  problem  of the  nouveaux riches forever. They kept coming to Manhattan,  richer and richer,  and more and more insistent on social recognition. So, to strengthen their defenses, the anointed demanded the “correct” ways of doing things, from leaving calling cards  to  marrying off a daughter. They made lists: guest lists, visiting lists,  members’ lists.  And New York society, by the mid-1870s, was more self-consciously exclusive and compulsively regimented than ever.




“There are only about four hundred people in fashionable New York society. If you go outside that number, you strike people who are either not at ease in a ballroom or else make other people not at ease.”
WARD MCALLISTER
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Ward McAllister, the brains behind Mrs. Astor’s brawn.





The Mrs. Astor


Ward McAllister may have done the actual work of drawing up lists, scrutinizing the merits of débutantes and leading cotillions, but he was just an eager worker bee carrying out the commands of his queen, Mrs. Astor. Born Caroline Schermerhorn, of an old shipping family, Mrs. Astor was uniquely suited to the task of running New York. Her husband was the wealthy William Backhouse Astor, Jr. (she made him drop his middle name because it was vulgar), whose money was some fifty years older than Bouncer money and thus acceptable. In addition, she had the pride and strength of purpose to keep society pure of newcomers. Tall, dark-haired and commanding, she breezed through the city’s social rituals with the confidence of a woman who had rarely, in her forty years, been crossed.


The crucial question in New York was whether or not Mrs. Astor “knew” you. Had she spoken to you at a tea party? Had she paid a call? (It was always up to a social superior to make the first visit.) Most important, had she invited you to her annual ball? If not, you’d best leave town or sit at home in the dark lest anyone know of your shame. Even among those who did gain entrée to the sacred precinct, favorites were singled out still further. The queen of society had a throne, a red velvet divan set upon a dais, from which she watched the dancing; the truly chosen were fetched to sit with her for a few breathless moments, and everyone knew them as the elect.
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The lady who kept New York safe for the Knickerbocracy; her husband, who bankrolled her mission; and his yacht, where he escaped from it.






Rule Britannia


New money and new faces, the same forces that were convulsing Old New York, were finding a far different reception in London. Society here was not threatened by newcomers; instead, it welcomed the glamour and opulence the newcomers could bring. This reception had much to do with the fact that London society’s commander in chief was not a persnickety matron but a party-loving playboy who happened to be next in line for the British throne.




Though christened Albert Edward, the Prince of Wales would be known throughout his life by the jaunty nickname “Bertie.”





WRETCHED HIGHBORN BEINGS


The party-loving playboy was, of course, Albert Edward, Prince of Wales. In 1861, a year after the Prince’s tour of North America, his father had died, leaving his mother the Queen quite inconsolable. Victoria had depended on her husband not only as head of the family (they had nine children) but as her chief, most reliable adviser on affairs of state. In fact, her entire existence had centered on her straight-backed, right-thinking consort. “My life as a happy one is ended!” she mourned. “The world is gone for me!”


For her eldest son, however, life was just beginning. In the spring of 1863, Bertie married a pretty eighteen-year-old Danish princess named Alexandra. For taking this step into responsible adulthood, he was rewarded with Marlborough House, his own London residence. Soon afterward he bought Sandringham, a country estate in Norfolk. Now the twenty-two-year-old Prince could entertain whom he pleased, as he pleased. So he chose to entertain people like Louisa, Duchess of Manchester, who, Victoria warned Alexandra, “is not a fit companion for you.” And the Duke and Duchess of Sutherland, she being, according to Victoria, “a foolish, injudicious little woman” whose husband did “not live as a Duke ought.”


Bertie and Alix had fallen in with the “fashionable set.” And the fashionable set, so long denied royal favor, was delighted to have them. While Albert was alive, sobriety, simplicity, domesticity and respect for the hard-working lower orders had been the hallmarks of royal style. Queen Victoria and Albert could never really be bothered with events of the social season such as Ascot or Derby Day. Their view of fashionable society was not far different from that of the Knickerbocker crowd in New York, who tended to consider “aristocratic” a synonym for “decadent.” In fact, the royal pair had nothing but disdain for the free-living nobility—“the wretched, ignorant, highborn beings,” as Victoria described them, “who live only to kill time.”
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London’s Piccadilly boasted both architectural and social variety that put New York to shame.
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Left: English society was defined as those who were eligible for presentation at court. Her Majesty received her splendidly dressed subjects at several Levées and Drawing Rooms during the season. Right: The very picture of a deferential Victorian wife: Queen Victoria, looking up to her husband, Prince Albert.
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The Lord Chamberlain’s office issued the invitations.
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Princess Alexandra of Denmark, aged eighteen, a few months before her marriage to the Prince of Wales. She was as sweet-natured as she was beautiful, but matrimony even with this paragon couldn’t tame Bertie’s high spirits.
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Marlborough House, the Prince of Wales’ London residence, which gave its name to his fashionable set of friends.



BERTIE TAKES OFF


Though grief-stricken, Queen Victoria continued to keep a firm grip on the reins of power. And, despite her own ministers’ advice that she give her son something serious to occupy his mind, she denied him any responsible occupation—even something as innocuous as the presidency of the Society of Arts. The Prince of Wales, a restless, energetic, enthusiastic young man who liked nothing so much as a diary crammed full of engagements, was thus left with little else to do in life but have fun.


In pursuit of this goal he quite naturally began to emulate those masters of purposeful leisure, the English aristocracy. He took up horse racing, hunting, shooting. He played cards for money until early in the morning; he gambled at casinos when he went abroad. He attended balls and teas. He went to Ascot, not just on opening day, but every day, driving onto the course with his friends in a glittering carriage procession. He also went to music halls, and after the theater he went to Rules or the Café Royal or Kettner’s, restaurants that provided not only meals but private rooms with settees for postprandial sex.


Moreover, as all England eventually came to know, the Prince did not confine his extramarital lust to showgirls in the upstairs rooms of restaurants. The first big scandal of his career broke in 1870 when Sir Charles Mordaunt sued his young wife for divorce. (Harriet Mordaunt’s solicitor countersued, claiming she was not of sound mind.) A packet of letters from the Prince to Harriet was entered as evidence, and he was subpoenaed to give testimony. So, for the first time in English history, a Prince of Wales entered the witness box at a public trial. Bertie acquitted himself well—he managed to sound convincing as he denied that he had committed no “improper familiarity or criminal act”—but the damage was done. The Prince was clearly not the paragon of domestic virtue his parents had raised him to be.
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The Prince of Wales in 1871, a year after the Mordaunt scandal. He is costumed as Lord of the Isles.


The print edition of this book includes an image called At Home on Berkeley Square.
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OUTSIDE IN


There was irony in this, for Bertie’s entire upbringing had been meticulously designed by his father to produce an exemplar of the modern monarchy. Albert was farsighted enough to realize that monarchs at the end of the nineteenth century would not be allowed to get away with the kind of behavior that had distinguished the Regency years. The threat of revolution was not to be taken lightly; republican sentiments were being voiced loudly and regularly. The licentious behavior of monarchs and their noble friends in other European countries had already cost them their heads. Albert wanted to make sure that the Prince kept his.


To this end, young Bertie had been allowed as little contact with the English aristocracy as his father could politely manage. The “corrupting influence of British patrician frivolity” must not spread to the boy. So the Prince was presented with carefully chosen companions, vetted and approved by Albert. He spent his youth surrounded by older men and tutors, who were supposed to report back regularly to his father. He was always being watched, expected to be reading and studying, rarely allowed to play. He was not allowed to attend Eton, and while he followed some courses at Oxford, he was forbidden to have any part in undergraduate life there.


Although Albert’s plan was bound to backfire, Bertie’s childhood seclusion had at least one beneficial result. Having been raised outside the traditional English system, he was without some of the traditional English prejudices. He himself wasn’t altogether English (his father was German, he had three German grandparents, and there was a distinct Germanic flavor in his pronunciation of certain English words), so why should he mind if some of his friends weren’t classic English aristocrats? If a wealthy, amusing man like Alfred Rothschild was willing to host the Prince and his entourage, the Prince was willing to give him social entrée. “All manner of strange, wild millionaires were wandering round London then,” recalled Christopher Sykes, “and the Prince, perhaps recognizing natural Devil-mates, yearned to make these men his friends.” In other words, the Prince of Wales willingly counted among his companions the very sort of recently rich, big-spending industrialists who were giving Old New York an upset stomach.
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The young Prince of Wales clad, mid-nineteenth-century style, in a dress.
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Domestic bliss: England’s Royal Family in 1843. The Prince is learning to recognize the letter “W,” no doubt for “Wales.”


[image: image]


His Royal Highness would popularize many fashions in his lifetime, but perhaps none as persistent as the sailor suit he wore as a small boy.


THE ROCK OF ENGLAND


The Prince’s taste for expensive entertainment, his enthusiasm for the social round, and his willingness to call in from the social wilderness those previously without hope (as long as they were amusing and could pay their way) converged with London’s growing position as the center of a far-flung empire. By the 1870s, social climbers not merely from the rest of England but from all over the world had begun to arrive in London. But London’s society matrons, unlike their New York counterparts, were not coming unglued at the prospect. Revolutions they worried about; social climbers they could deal with, without needing recourse to McAllister’s lists and Patriarchs’ Balls. They already had an ancient and noble system for keeping people sorted out, for deciding who, ultimately, was socially acceptable. They had the British peerage.


And, unlike the nobility of the fallen European monarchies, the British peerage was still in fighting trim. For one thing, it hadn’t lost control of Parliament; the peers themselves sat in the House of Lords, while their sons and untitled friends sat in the House of Commons. For another, thanks to the policy of primogeniture, the titles and estates of the British peers had remained more or less intact. Primogeniture meant that the eldest son in a noble family got everything—the land, the houses, the paintings, the jewels, the titles. This way, the title proliferation that afflicted the French and Italian aristocracies was not a problem in England. In France there might be several comtes de Castellane running around at any one time; in England there were only twenty-seven dukes, and a duke had to die before his son could take his place. Linked with primogeniture was the policy of entail, a means of tying up estates in trust so that they were not broken up into ever smaller plots of land but passed whole from one generation to the next. Ruthless, but wise. This system, though hard on the daughters and younger sons who lost by it, gave the English titles and consequently the entire English aristocracy a certain irrevocable cachet.


Because England’s social structure was so explicit and because it was agreed on by everyone, non-aristocrats included, society could be more relaxed. Status had already been determined by title and family history, and little short of outright scandal could alter it. While New York, in its effort to be exclusive, was becoming ever duller, London was on its way to becoming the most brilliant social capital of the era. And, fortunately for American heiresses, this capital’s social leader was the Prince of Wales—a man who had already proved that he had an open mind as far as outsiders were concerned and a more than keen eye for the ladies.
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The badge of the Prince of Wales consists of three ostrich plumes, a coronet, and the motto Ich dien, which means “I serve.” It was not particularly appropriate for Bertie.





Their Noble Lordships


Without an up-to-date Peerage, listing all titled Britons and their families, the task of sorting out the nobility was next to impossible. Adding to the difficulty was the fact that the upper ranks of the English aristocracy often had several titles, of which they would use only the highest. The ranks, in descending order, are as follows.


[image: image] DUKE: A great catch; only twenty-seven in existence at any time. The duke’s wife is a duchess, and both are referred to formally as “Your Grace.” Their eldest son uses one of the duke’s subsidiary titles, and his eldest son uses a different subsidiary title. (The Duke of Manchester’s son, for example, is called Viscount Mandeville, and the Viscount’s son is called Lord Kimbolton.) Other children use the honorary title “Lord” or “Lady” in front of their Christian names.


[image: image] MARQUESS: A great leap down into the body of the peerage, who are always referred to informally and addressed as “Lord So-and-So.” The marquess’s wife, a marchioness, is “Lady So-and-So,” and the children’s titles are the same as those of a duke’s children.


[image: image] EARL: The bread-and-butter of the peerage, numbering in the hundreds. The earl’s wife is a countess, and their eldest son uses a subsidiary title. Other sons are merely “Honourable”; daughters are “Lady” before Christian name.


[image: image] VISCOUNT: Often a newer title, awarded for success in politics. The viscount’s wife is a viscountess. The eldest son uses a subsidiary title, if any; other children are “Honourables.”


[image: image] BARON: Always referred to and addressed as “Lord”; “Baron” is rarely used. His wife is a baroness; all children are “Honourables.” There are no subsidiary titles, since no lower rank exists.


[image: image] MERE SIRS: The baronet and the knight. The former is hereditary; the latter, a lifetime honorific. In each case, men are addressed as “Sir” (as in “Sir William Gordon-Cumming,” known as “Sir William,” never “Sir Gordon-Cumming”) while the wives are “Lady” (“Lady Gordon-Cumming”). Their children have no titles.
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The London Season


The great houses in Mayfair and Belgravia, shuttered and somber most of the year, have suddenly turned gay. There are striped awnings and flower boxes at all the windows. The royal standard flies over Buckingham Palace; the Widow Queen is in town. It must be the season—Hyde Park is packed. Spectators have gathered to watch the parade of elegant riders in Rotten Row, the long strip of reddish brown earth beside the green of the park. Suddenly, chairs are pushed back, voices are lowered—the Prince of Wales and his wife have been spotted at the Marble Arch entrance.


It’s just after Easter, and England’s aristocrats have come up to London to attend Parliament. The city churns with political gossip. There are great parliamentary debates to listen to, speeches to be read in the morning papers. Issues of import are settled, careers made or broken. And while the Empire is ruled, the great hostesses hold their political receptions. Piccadilly is clogged with carriages, their doors emblazoned with coats of arms, as noble guests arrive at one of the great houses. A strip of carpet leads up to the front door beneath an awning, lined on either side by a phalanx of footmen, policemen and spectators. Inside, the grand staircase sags beneath the weight of guests making their way to the top. There they are greeted by the host and hostess, she in the biggest, heaviest, shiniest tiara the family arsenal can provide. In the upstairs reception rooms, a band plays from behind a screen of potted azaleas. Downstairs, the rooms are crammed with little tables and a buffet supper for 600.


In the June fortnight between the Derby and Ascot, the season reaches its peak. Invitations lie in stacks on silver salvers just inside every front door. More dinners, parties, balls, concerts, teas, breakfasts even, than anyone can possibly attend. The aristocracy socializes morning, noon and night, going without sleep for the sake of another dance or one last hand of “baccy.”


The end of July looms. The sailing has begun at Cowes; in another few weeks, there will be shooting in Scotland. Parliament must recess. The town houses are closed up again; all the great families scurry back to the country. And their friends, those without country houses of their own, go with them. Because everyone knows: better dead than seen alive in London in August.
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Left: Royal Ascot, pictured here in 1900, has long been as famous for the millinery on view as for the actual races. Right: Park Lane, the very grand address of, among others, the Earl of Dudley, the Marquess of Londonderry, and the Duke of Westminster.
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Above: Her Majesty the Queen, the Prince and Princess of Wales, and the Houses of Parliament, where the business of the nation was carried on between social events. Middle: The race meeting at Goodwood, which finished the season. Below: The courtyard of Lansdowne House, one of London’s few private mansions with its own gardens.






Pushy Mamas


Leonard Jerome once claimed that Wall Street was “a jungle where men tear and claw.” But that was nothing compared to what the womenfolk were doing up on Fifth Avenue. The New York Stock Exchange was a far less forbidding environment than the New York drawing room. Social climbing grew ever more difficult. Any aspirant who deviated from the standards laid down by Mrs. Astor and Ward McAllister was doomed. A big house, tasteful parties, fine horses, a reasonably presentable husband guaranteed nothing. If Mrs. Astor refused to know you, you might as well be living in Cleveland.


This was a sad fact of life for many wives of social upstarts, and one they might have been willing to accept had it not been for their daughters. For while sons of arrivistes were frequently deemed acceptable to the Astor set, the young ladies hadn’t a chance. And since ambitious parents always hope their children will outshine them, this bleak outlook for their daughters acted, for three New York matrons, as the last straw.
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Clara Jerome as a young bride. Her family, the Halls, attributed their black hair and high cheekbones to their grandmother’s reputed rape by an Iroquois. The “Indian” look got stronger as Clara got older.
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Even as a little girl, Jennie (shown here with her mother) was strikingly beautiful.


EXIT CLARA


For every pleasure in her marriage, Clara Jerome could point to a corresponding unpleasantness. On the one hand, for instance, there was the house. As soon as he’d made enough money, Leonard Jerome had built a mansion in Madison Square. Big and showy, it was the first of New York’s private palaces, a great strawberry shortcake amid blocks of dull brown townhouses. It was lovely for Clara to be able to move out of Brooklyn and have her own house, which she decorated all in red and gold. But attached to the house was a small private theater. Her husband, it seemed, liked opera. And opera singers. Unbeknownst to Clara, he had named their second daughter Jennie after Jenny Lind, the Swedish soprano. He launched the century’s great diva, Adelina Patti, in America. Minnie Hauk, another beloved prima donna of the era, also began her career at the Jerome opera house. Unlike Patti, Hauk was included in family life, being much the same age as Jerome’s three daughters—in fact, she was generally thought to be a fourth daughter. Years later, an acquaintance wrote to one of Jerome’s legitimate offspring: “I remember my first opera. I went in 1866 to the début of Minnie Hauk. Your father educated her voice and her morals I believe?”


This kind of thing might have amused Jerome’s fellow stockbrokers, but it did not go down well with their wives. (It was always easier to be one of the boys than to get in with Mrs. Astor.) Clara’s situation grew even less palatable when Leonard took up with Fanny Ronalds. A society matron manquée, Fanny had decided to trade in her husband for a career on the stage. In the eyes of other matrons, her divorce and her theatrical aspirations disqualified her from society. She was certainly not suitable company for young girls. But Jerome encouraged his daughters to go ice-skating with her, to ride up Fifth Avenue in her carriage, to visit her little house for tea and gooey cakes. She gave them singing lessons, and they attended her concerts at the private theater on Madison Square.


If Clara Jerome, proper, boring Clara, ever had a hope of being accepted by New York society, Fanny Ronalds demolished it. Clara sat in her mansion, knowing that the best invitations for the most exclusive dinners and dances would never come her way. And if they didn’t come to her, they surely weren’t going to come to young Clara or Jennie or little Leonie. A new strategy was in order. So, in 1867, she informed Leonard that she wasn’t feeling well and required an apartment for herself and the girls on the Boulevard Malesherbes in Paris. He could visit as often as he liked and would please pay the bills.




“It was not the custom in Old New York drawing rooms for a lady to get up and walk away from one gentleman in order to seek the company of another.”
EDITH WHARTON, The Age of Innocence
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Left: The mansion on Madison Square was a distressingly far cry from New York’s standard-issue brownstones. Right: Jennie, little Clara and Leonie Jerome would come to be known as “the Beautiful,” “the Good” and “the Witty.”
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With his drooping mustaches and extravagant personality, Leonard Jerome was very attractive to women of a certain type—not, however, to the women who ran New York.
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Dark-eyed Jerome protégée Minnie Hauk and dark-eyed Jerome daughter Jennie: New Yorkers drew nasty conclusions.


EXIT ELLEN


Clara was not alone in trading New York for Paris. Ellen Yznaga also took her daughters from heartless New York to the more welcoming City of Light. Like Clara, she had received the cold shoulder from the captious social arbiters of Fifth Avenue. While it was true that there was a perfectly respectable plantation in Louisiana, her husband Antonio sprang from Cuban stock. And while it was true that Ellen Yznaga was a very handsome woman, from a New England family, she was also thought to be “fast” by prudish New Yorkers. The merits didn’t outweigh the demerits, and Mrs. Yznaga took her daughters Natica, Consuelo and Emily to Paris. There, in the late 1860s, she and the girls were frequently seen at the musical parties at the Imperial Palace of the Tuileries, singing duets with great refinement.


The worldy glitter of the French capital under Emperor Napoleon III held enormous allure. Empress Eugenie mandated brand-new dresses and plenty of diamonds at court fêtes, and didn’t care if these were worn by American women. Least of all did she care what rung of New York’s social ladder these women once occupied as long as they had charm, beauty and plenty of money. The Empress thoroughly understood that a sparkling court was not possible if it received only the out-at-elbows ancien noblesse, so the Yznaga women (sparkling to a fault) were made welcome.


[image: image]


Left: Antonio Yznaga with his wife Ellen (left) and daughter Consuelo. A potent laissez-faire charm ran in the family. Right: Consuelo, the future Duchess of Manchester.


EXIT MARIETTA


Clara Jerome and Ellen Yznaga gave up without really trying to conquer New York society, but Marietta Stevens was   made of sterner stuff. Furthermore, she had what might,  in some circles, have been considered an advantage:  her husband, Paran Stevens, ran the famous Fifth Avenue Hotel. So Marietta  not  only  rich  but   also  had  some advanced ideas about hospitality.


She began by giving musicales, featuring some of the city’s noted performers. Cleverly, she scheduled these for Sunday evenings, which until then had been devoted to sober readings in the bosom of the family. Even more cleverly, she dared to flout precedent by serving champagne. The men of Old New York soon began to find that on Sunday nights they were called out of the house and would somehow end up at Mrs. Stevens’. Their wives, respectable matrons observing the Sabbath, stayed home.


But this was only success of a sort. Mrs. Stevens’ hospitality backfired—she so angered the ladies that they resolutely refused to follow where their husbands so eagerly led. For herself, perhaps, Marietta Stevens could have accepted a partial triumph, trusting to time to bury the vicious rumors that she’d been a chambermaid in her husband’s hotel. (In fact, she was a grocer’s daughter from Lowell, Massachusetts.) Time, however, was just what her daughter Minnie didn’t have. Minnie was eighteen in 1871, of an age to be presented to society. She was very pretty, slender and green-eyed and charming, but society clearly wanted no part of her. So Mrs. Stevens, ever practical, closed up her house and took her daughter off to the greener, nobler pastures of Europe.
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The Fifth Avenue Hotel proved an inadequate launching pad for the aspirations of Marietta Stevens, shown at left in her Queen Elizabeth costume.
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MARCH OF ANGLOMANIA
In the 1870s, Tiffany & Co. added a special heraldry department to attend to “blazoning, marshalling, and designing of arms.”




WORDS FOR THOSE ON THE OUTSIDE WANTING IN


Le monde snob was the American heiress’s home turf. A woman was always caught up in the process of getting the cold shoulder and then, at the first available opportunity, giving it. The point of getting in, after all, was to keep everyone else out. Those with one foot in the door were known as:




	Arrivistes


	Bouncers (so called for their bumptious demeanor)


	Climbers


	Comers


	Detrimentals (defined by Rev. C.W. de Lyon Nicholls, author of The Ultra Fashionable Peerage of America, as persons “of however excellent moral character or ability, who do not blend well with either the conservative Knickerbocker element, or the ultra-fashionables”)


	New people


	Nouveaux riches


	Outlanders


	Parvenus


	Shoddees


	Swells (as opposed to Nobs in the social system concocted by Ward McAllister)


	Upstarts


	Vulgarians










The Age of Revenge


The first blow was landed in 1869 by Mary Mason Jones, powerful dowager of a very Old New York family, after the completion of her grand new house on Fifth Avenue. She called it Marble Row, and she dedicated it with the words: “There is one house Mrs. Stevens will never enter.”


Mrs. Stevens took the punch and bided her time for a dozen years. Then her son Harry fell in love with a relative of Mary Mason Jones, a handsome young redhead named Edith. This gave Marietta Stevens, the social-climbing newcomer, a chance to give Old New York a taste of humiliation. Harry received his instructions, and Miss Jones was unceremoniously dropped.


In the fullness of time, Mrs. Stevens’ revenge appeared complete. Mary Mason Jones died, and Mrs. Stevens bought the forbidden premises–Marble Row was now one house Mrs. Stevens entered as often as she liked. But the Joneses had the last word. Edith recovered from her broken engagement, married someone else and wrote novels about the New York of her youth. To this day, Mrs. Stevens lives unhappily on as Mrs. Lemuel Struthers of the “bold feathers and brazen wig” in Edith Wharton’s The Age of Innocence.
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The mansard-roofed Marble Row. Insets: Teddy Wharton and his bride-to-be, Edith Jones.





AT HOME ABROAD


In abandoning a lost cause, the ladies Jerome, Yznaga and Stevens were only doing the sensible thing. Little did they think that in packing their trunks and hopping on a steamer for the Old World, they were setting a pattern for hundreds of American women over the next half-century.


It wasn’t that American women had never before sailed to Europe. It was that they’d never before had fun when they got there. The Knickerbocker families went abroad to look at ruins, cathedrals, pictures or scenery. They did not go to parties or make friends; they did not break into society in Paris or Florence or Geneva. Old New Yorkers were not interested in the approval of Europeans.


This was because Europeans and their culture were not to be trusted. For years, Old New York lived in dread of what it considered “dubious foreign influences.” It was acceptable to return from abroad with French academic paintings but not with a hint, a whisper, a trace of Old World manners and customs. When, for instance, Ellen Olenska returns to New York to recover from an unhappy Continental marriage in Edith Wharton’s The Age of Innocence, she is greeted by her family with worry and doubt. Can they persuade the rest of Old New York to allow the tainted lamb back into the fold? Can they train her back to their simple ways, make her forget the attractions of perfumed boudoirs, powdered bosoms, witty conversation?


The answer, of course, is no. As Henry James also found, some New Yorkers, having once “bitten deep into the apple of Europe,” were loath to let go. The Pushy Mamas never looked back.
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COMME IL FAUT
Unlike Americans, who always introduce themselves, the English wait for a formal introduction—which very often is not forthcoming.





Wall Street Father No. 1: The Sporting Man


While the parvenu wife found New York too lonely, too humiliating and most of all too dull to be borne, her husband might well be having the time of his life. This newly, hugely rich Wall Street speculator, who wanted to enjoy his wealth, turned to England for inspiration. And England, that country where the social season was just a break squeezed in between the end of hunting and the start of shooting, gave him sport.


The Sporting Man type of Wall Street Father was, first, last and always, a gentleman. He didn’t cheat at cards, he always paid his debts, and he never discussed business on a boat; he was kind to horses and almost as kind to his mistresses.


The archetypal Sporting Man was Leonard Jerome. With his confrères August Belmont and William Travers, Jerome thought horse racing (which had fallen into disrepute, being too much associated with rowdy types) should be elevated to British standards. So he built the Jerome Park Race Track and, to get there, a sweeping new boulevard called Jerome Avenue. And in April 1866 he met with Travers and Belmont in his Wall Street office to found the American Jockey Club. Modeled after the English Jockey Club, it would have a membership of only fifty at any one time; no matter how socially prominent, a horse fancier had to wait for death or disaster to make room for him.


Horses also pull carriages, so Jerome naturally became an early enthusiast of amateur coaching. His friend William Jay imported a coach from England, and together they introduced fellow Sporting Men to the intricacies of driving a stagecoach behind four horses in the proper manner. The sport was meticulously regulated (each horse must have artificial flowers attached to its throat-latch, for instance) and a prime source of Anglomania.


Like all true Sporting Men, Jerome, Travers and Belmont also raced boats. Jerome and his brother Lawrence proposed the first international yacht race across the Atlantic, with the victory celebration to be held at the Royal Yacht Squadron in Cowes. The American yacht Henrietta, owned by James Gordon Bennett, Jr., and heavily backed by Jerome, won the race and the $90,000 stake.


Jerome exhibited another Sporting Man trait: the grand gesture. When the Atlantic cable broke, he offered his yacht to take an engineer to repair it. And he personally got behind a breech-loading machine gun when a mob threatened the Times building (he was part owner of the newspaper) in the Draft Riots of 1863. In his grandest gesture, upon hearing at dinner that his fortune had been lost, he announced to his guests: “Gentlemen, I am a ruined man. But don’t worry—your dinner is paid for.”


On one occasion, Jerome, Travers and Belmont competed to see which man could host the most perfect supper. (At Jerome’s dinner, each female guest opened her napkin to find a souvenir of the Henrietta’s victory in the form of a gold bracelet.) The competition ended in a draw–not altogether surprising since Lorenzo Delmonico produced all three meals. It is fitting, then, that the most succinct accolade to the Sporting Man type of Wall Street Father is August Belmont’s tribute to his lifelong rival. “One rode better, sailed better, banquetted better,” said Belmont, “when Mr. Jerome was of the party.”
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Rakish, dashing Leonard Jerome brought flair to all his dealings—in money, horses and women.
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Above: Fanny Ronalds, who managed to keep Leonard Jerome and August Belmont simultaneously fascinated. The Four-in-Hand Club dashing off to the races at Jerome Park in 1875. Right: One of America’s first polo matches, played at Jerome Park in 1876.






The First Marriages
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“For richer, for poorer . . . ”


Mrs. Jerome’s eldest daughter, Clara, made her début in Paris. Her suitors were French noblemen, whom she and her mother were adept at assessing—and discarding, since French titles were a particularly unreliable guide to material inheritance and social status. Nevertheless, Mrs. Jerome began to dream of an alliance with a significant French family, her daughter a marquise de Breteuil or duchesse de Noailles.


The invasion of Paris by the Prussian army in 1870–71 put a halt to such plans. The Second Empire fell. Everyone associated with it fled Paris. Leonard Jerome was summoned from New York to rescue his family from the Germans and find them suitable shelter in London. In no time at all, the gallant husband had installed his wife and daughters at Brown’s Hotel—in rooms with a piano so that Clara and younger sister Jennie might continue to practice their duets—and returned alone to New York. Already in London were the Yznaga women, and Mrs. Stevens and Minnie.


ON TO ALBION


Now the Pushy Mamas were truly breaking new ground. If Continental society was disapproved of by Old New York, English society was beyond redemption. England represented, after all, the hand of tyranny cast off. It was not so many generations back that the Republic had earned its independence from the perfidies of the English monarchy. The subsequent War of 1812 had dashed any notions of forgiveness from American hearts. Each side continued to form and file plans for the invasion and final subjugation of the other. New York society was also well aware that the sympathies of the English aristocracy (and therefore the English government) had been with the South during the American Civil War. In the period directly after that conflict, relations between Albion and her former colonies were as strained as ever they were at the height of the Revolution. A third Anglo-American war was not thought to be out of the question.


This Anglophobia was most fiercely felt toward the English aristocracy, who were perceived as a decadent, hypocritical, conniving, ill-mannered bunch of snobs incapable of understanding the higher principles of democracy and freedom. It was anathema to the republican heart to consider bowing down before English titles; rather, it had been for years the tradition in Old New York to ignore them. If, in Knickerbocker eyes, the seductive gaieties of Paris and Rome could tarnish a woman, then dirty old London could turn her black.


What the Jeromes and Yznagas and Stevenses found, however, was that London, dirty as it was, did  not  ignore  them.   London  society did not refuse to attend their dinner parties or make lists that excluded their names. London society, the Pushy Mamas discovered, was more  stimulating and  more  permissive, more leisurely and more sophisticated than Old New York. Best of all, London society had the Prince of Wales. Bertie took one look at the green-eyed Minnie Stevens, the luscious Consuelo Yznaga, the entrancing Jerome girls—and all doors opened before them.


[image: image]


H. R. H. the Prince of Wales in a casual mood. The increasing girth of middle age didn’t interfere with his appreciation of women—or with their appreciation of him.



LOVE AT FIRST SIGHT


Certainly, when dark-haired Jennie Jerome made her début in 1872, there was no problem about invitations. Jennie spent her nineteenth summer with her mother and two sisters at Cowes on the Isle of Wight. In August she attended a ball on board the cruise ship H.M.S. Ariadne in honor of the Prince and Princess of Wales and the Prince’s aunt and uncle, the Czarevich and Czarevna of Russia. At this dance, she was introduced to Lord Randolph Churchill, the brilliant, unruly second son of the seventh Duke and Duchess of Marlborough. He was a bit of a dandy, popeyed and slender, but charismatic—not much of a dancer, but as a talker, hard to resist. Three days later he proposed to the American girl and was accepted.


When, four days after that, Mrs. Jerome was informed, she was aghast. In the first place, neither pair of parents had been consulted, and in the 1870s it was customary for a suitor to reveal his intentions to a girl’s parents or guardians as well as his own before making any firm commitments. For Jennie to plight herself to Randolph before he’d spoken to her mother was rash, if not unbecomingly bold. Then there was his position. Clara Jerome had been in Europe long enough to know that Lord Randolph, a mere second son, was not in line to inherit his father’s dukedom.


The Duke and Duchess of Marlborough were equally disapproving. That their son should marry an American about whom they knew nothing was in itself a shock. They moved swiftly to find out more about Leonard Jerome from New York correspondents, and learned nothing they liked. “[T]his Mr. J. seems to be a sporting, and I should think vulgar kind of man,” wrote the Duke to Randolph. “I hear he drives about six and eight horses in New York (one may take this as a kind of indication of what the man is).” Continuing in this vein, the Duke called Jerome a connection “which no man in his senses could think respectable.”


But the force of history was not on the side of the Jerome and Marlborough parents. The Prince of Wales took up Jennie’s cause, informing Their Graces that he, who knew something about American society in general and this family in particular, could see nothing at all objectionable in the match. In fact, Bertie told them, he positively endorsed it. The Marlboroughs then decided to put their faith in Randolph’s renowned fickleness. They would not allow their son to marry Jennie—or even to see her again—until he had gained a seat in the House of Commons. Fortuitously, Parliament was promptly dissolved, a new election called, and Randolph voted in by the people of his home village of Woodstock.


Finally the engagement was accepted—and then nearly foundered on the financial negotiations. Randolph could bring little to the marriage (even though his father would pay his debts beforehand and increase his allowance to £1,100 a year), so the young couple would have to live on the marriage settlement. After all, an illustrious Churchill was marrying a nobody; her family would gain immense prestige from this connection, which meant the dowry had to be generous. Jerome came up with £50,000, which would produce £2,000 of income annually, but insisted on making Jennie an allowance of £1,000 for her personal use. This outraged Lord Randolph’s lawyers, one of whom wrote to him: “The Duke says that such a settlement cannot as far as you are personally concerned be considered as any settlement at all, for . . . Miss Jerome would be made quite independent of you in a pecuniary point of view, which in my experience is most unusual. . . . Although in America, a married woman’s property may be absolutely and entirely her own, I would remark that upon marrying an Englishman, she loses her American nationality and becomes an Englishwoman so that I think that the settlement should be according to the law and custom here.” Jerome saw it differently: “I can but think that your English custom of making the wife so entirely dependent upon the husband, is most unwise.”


Young love eventually got its way. In April of 1874, in the modest manner quite typical of the era, Jennie Jerome and Lord Randolph Churchill were married at the British embassy in Paris. Lord Randolph’s parents did not attend (noble parents were not expected to drag themselves across the Channel simply because a child was getting married), but the Prince of Wales sent a representative, indicating not only his friendship for Randolph but also his admiration for Jennie.


Emerging from the wedding breakfast into the spring sunlight, Jennie stepped into an open carriage and waited for her husband to join her. As he settled himself beside her, she opened the gold-and-tortoiseshell-handled parasol that had been a gift from her father and turned with one last smile for her mother and sisters. Then they were off. The new Lady Randolph Churchill could expect to go directly from her honeymoon in France to the center of English society. Reports had reached Paris that a more than usually brilliant London season was about to get underway (the wedding had in fact been pushed forward for this reason), and Jennie had every intention of being part of it.




“Last night at the circus, someone told me that Jennie would marry the second son of the Duke of Marlborough—a Good Thing tho’ he is a younger son.”
LEONIE JEROME, in her diary







“. . . both Mr. Jerome and myself have too high an opinion of our daughter, too much love ever to permit her to marry any Man without the cordial consent of his family.”
MRS. LEONARD JEROME, to Lord Randolph Churchill
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Left: The era’s large and luxurious boats like the Royal Yacht made charming venues for socializing as well as vehicles for sporting competition. Right: Social life at Cowes centered on the Royal Yacht Squadron, which hosted a famous annual regatta.
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Headstrong fiancés, Jennie Jerome and Lord Randolph Churchill. A meeker couple would have yielded to their parents’ objections.
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Left: The wedding certificate, signed by Lord Randolph and the “spinster” Jennie, proved that love conquers all. Right: The triumphant young couple. Jennie lost no time in becoming pregnant with Winston.
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Baby May Goelet and her mother, née May Wilson.
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A “Spy” caricature of the 8th Duke of Manchester (1853-1892) when he was still Viscount Mandeville but already a reprobate.




THE WILSON FAMILY SCORECARD #1
May & Ogden


Among the families arriving in New York after the Civil War were the R.T. Wilsons, a classic example of what the Knickerbockers found so distasteful. Wilson, who stood six and a half feet tall, had an ambition that matched his size. Born the son of a Scottish tanner in Georgia, he began his career as a traveling salesman. The Civil War meant opportunity for a man of his stamp, and he advanced to be commissary general of the Confederate Army. He found it expedient, however, to move his family to London in 1864, and at war’s end the Wilsons returned and settled at 812 Fifth Avenue.


Wilson brought with him his wife Melissa, sons Marshall Orme and Richard Thornton, Jr.,    daughters     May, Belle and Grace—and $500,000. No one knew where the money had come from, but Old New York assumed he’d been selling Confederate supplies to foreign governments while in London. He set about increasing his fortune and was highly successful in banking and southern railroads (as well, some sources say, as the widely fraudulent public franchising of Detroit).


But the Wilsons remained social outcasts in New York until 1877, when eldest daughter May married Ogden Goelet. The Goelets were Old New York denizens, deriving their genteel income from New York real estate. To be sure, Ogden’s income wasn’t immense, but his connections were impeccable. Suddenly the Wilsons were related by marriage to some of New York’s stuffiest families. Wilson settled $75,000 on the newlyweds. Then Peter Goelet died, leaving his nephew Ogden as much as $25 million. Now the respectable match looked like a brilliant one, and the Wilson family strategy against New York society was set: if you can’t beat them, join them—in holy matrimony.
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The mother of the “marrying Wilsons,” known as the most successful matchmaker of her day.





A NOBLE RAKE


A terse, single-sentence announcement in The New York Times informed the Four Hundred that Jennie Jerome, protégée of the scandalous Fanny Ronalds, was now an English aristocrat. (Fanny already knew, since she’d taken a cue from the younger girls and moved to London herself.) Consuelo Yznaga was not so discreet.


If the Jeromes’ reputation was dubious, the Yznagas’ was worse, and Consuelo’s careless behavior had something to do with this. Blond, pretty, with a merry, easy manner, she was completely uninhibited in an era when bending down to buckle a slipper was considered unladylike. Consuelo thought nothing of picking up a banjo and singing minstrel songs in a Mayfair drawing room, behavior that rather intrigued London’s fashionable set.


One of the dominant women in this circle was the Duchess of Manchester, the former German princess of great beauty and high spirits whose reputation was such that Queen Victoria had demanded the Prince of Wales shun her. The Prince ignored his mother. Louisa Manchester was too charming, her entertainments too amusing to forgo. People played cards for money after her dinner parties; married women flirted and carried on with men not their husbands. The Duchess of Manchester was the sort of woman who went to a music hall with the Prince and danced a cancan.


Her eldest son, Viscount Mandeville, himself fell somewhat short of respectable behavior, and he was charmed by the irrepressible Consuelo when they met at the Grand Union Hotel in Saratoga, New York. The story has it that he later visited the Yznagas at a country home (in Louisiana according to one source, New Jersey according to another), where Consuelo nursed him through a bout of typhoid fever. By the time he was well, they were engaged.


The seventh Duke and Duchess of Manchester were as ill-pleased by this engagement as the Duke and Duchess of Marlborough had been by Randolph’s.  Mandeville, after all, was going to be a duke himself, and the prospect of an American duchess   (particularly  a  banjo-playing one) seemed  unthinkable.   But  a woman  who danced the cancan could not disapprove too successfully of one who played the banjo. Furthermore, Mandeville’s profligate behavior had already spoiled his chances for a respectable English match.


Where Jennie Jerome’s wedding, announced from Paris, had warranted a single sentence, Consuelo Yznaga’s, a local affair, required headlines in the New York newspapers. It was one of the most elaborate weddings the city had yet seen, with the carriages of the 1,200 guests creating a traffic jam along Broadway outside Grace Church. At the bride’s request, there was a special musical arrangement of the English hunting tune “John Peel.” The New York Times was forced to cover the May 1876 ceremony as a news event, although a social snub was nevertheless administered in the article’s headline: “Lord Mandeville Married.” The bride, in other words, was not someone whose name New York was expected, or even asked, to recognize.
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Consuelo Yznaga costumed as Beauty of “Beauty and the Beast,” all too appropriate considering her marital fate.


[image: image]


Louisa, Duchess of Manchester, considered a great beauty in her youth. By middle age, her looks had set into a kind of fearsome grandeur.


“A GREAT HEIRESS”


Mrs. Paran Stevens’ name, in contrast, was practically a byword in New York society, and daughter Minnie soon gained a renown of her own. The Stevens women arrived in Europe in 1872, and Minnie naturally charmed the Prince of Wales. She charmed a few others as well and began to receive proposals of marriage, which were promptly turned down as not being impressive enough. The rejects included Lord William Hay and Lord Newry as well as Captain Arthur Paget, a boon companion (and reputed bookmaker) of the Prince. But Minnie was apparently intent on making a really spectacular match, and Paget didn’t qualify.


As Mrs. Stevens trolled her daughter through the social shoals of England and the Continent, Minnie came to be known as “a Great Heiress.” She was the first—if not, as it later transpired, the most deserving—American girl to earn the label. Finally, she (and her mother, it must be assumed) accepted the offer of the French Duc de Guiche. As a son of the Duc de Gramont, his pedigree was unassailable. The Duc, however, was cautious, and he sent a man of business to New York to investigate the Stevens family finances. His offer was subsequently retracted. The Stevens women had, it seemed, inflated Minnie’s net worth.


The chagrined and now somewhat desperate Minnie (she was twenty-five, practically a confirmed spinster by the standards of the era) decided to go with the sure thing. If he wasn’t actually titled, Captain Paget was certainly well connected, son of General Lord Alfred Paget, grandson of the Marquess of Anglesey, member of a family prominent in court life for several generations. Mrs. Stevens promptly booked the ceremony for July 27, 1878, at St. Peter’s Eaton Square, scene of many fashionable English weddings.


The real moment of triumph, however, came the day before the wedding, when the Prince of Wales “condescended to pay a visit” (as the press reports phrased it) to offer congratulations and best wishes. Marietta Stevens could gloat, as she fell asleep that night, over just how tough to swallow New York would find that little nugget of news. Queen Victoria’s son calling on the hotelkeeper’s wife—it was a scene that didn’t bear contemplating.


But it was contemplated a great deal over the next few decades. The irony was that this suddenly wealthy woman, snubbed by Mrs. Astor, was considered quite good enough for the future king of England. Many years later that future king would turn at a dinner party and say to Jennie’s grown son, Winston Churchill, “You know, you wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for me.” It was a statement Bertie might have extended to include many of Winston’s contemporaries, the entire generation of half-American English aristocrats that he, more than anyone else, made possible.




“I must say I think this business very cruel, but at the same time I can’t help thinking she deserved a snubbing as she told me she had £20,000 a year and would have more and she told me that sum in dollars as well, so there is no mistaking the amount.”
LADY WALDEGRAVE to Lady Strachey, on the Stevens/Gramont debacle
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COMME IL FAUT
A bride may wear her wedding dress for formal occasions in the first year of her marriage.
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Despite the bouquet, this photograph of Minnie Stevens Paget was not taken at her wedding. Her dress, hair and jewelry would have been far more elaborate.
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Capt. Arthur Paget, costumed as Edward the Black Prince, an earlier, more famous military man.
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In the 1870s, the splashy wedding was the exception rather than the rule. The reception, or “breakfast” was short and far from lavish. Nevertheless, the aesthetics of the era mandated incredibly ornate wedding cakes.




THE LAST WORD


Edith Wharton’s last novel was published posthumously in its unfinished state in 1938. Called The Buccaneers, it traces the marital careers of a band of American girls who landed in London in the 1870s. As she did in many of her novels, the author based her characters to some extent on people she knew.


Lovely, lazy, guitar-playing Conchita Closson clearly resembles Consuelo Yznaga. She marries improvident Lord Richard Marable in circumstances similar to those surrounding the courtship of Consuelo and Lord Mandeville. Mrs. Wharton also creates a pair of sisters reminiscent of the socially successful Yznagas and Jeromes. The pretty and high-spirited St. George girls have a father who is a Southerner, like R.T. Wilson, and an inconsistently successful stock speculator, like Leonard Jerome. One marries the Earl of Seadown; the other, the Duke of Tintagel. Finally, Lizzy Elmsworth, a dark-haired beauty resembling Jennie Jerome, marries Hector Robinson, a rising M.P. in the Randolph Churchill mold. The focus of the novel was to be Nan St. George, Duchess of Tintagel (based on Consuelo Vanderbilt, an heiress of the 1890s), who would eventually run away from her husband.
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