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Preface


In 1980 I moved with my husband and new baby from London to New York and settled in Brooklyn Heights. Most afternoons I walked this baby according to English habits in his pushchair to gaze idly at the boats on the East River or watch the frenzied activity in the warehouses below. Sometimes we strayed further afield and strolled into Brooklyn itself, a mere block from Pineapple Street to Henry Street.


More than a hundred years earlier another mother on fine afternoons took her small children to the area later known as Brooklyn Heights. They, too, fed the pigeons and watched the paddleboats, tugs and sailing skiffs on the East River. Sometimes a kind gentleman let them peer through his telescope so they could see right over the low roofs of Manhattan Island. Occasionally, just as I was to do later, they crossed by ferry steamer to Wall Street where the father, Leonard Jerome, self-made millionaire and stock speculator, had his office.


Every biographer craves something that will explain their fascination or obsession with their subject. Had I known then that the subject of this book was bom so near the street where I lived, would I have written about her sooner? I hope not. I believe there is a time, after certain experiences have been digested, that gives a writer the confidence to understand, to make connections.


Eventually this baby that I walked in Brooklyn Heights grew up to be a soldier and, when he was sent abroad, I confess that as I packed up the occasional book to send him I was conscious that another mother of a soldier had done a lot more and arranged for many more books or hampers of food to support and comfort her son in India.


Often, as I sat buried deep in the Churchill Archives in Cambridge reading the letters from the young subaltern to his newly widowed mother, my thoughts were profoundly engaged with her and her worries. As I type this introduction today I am interrupted by some breaking news: two young British soldiers have been killed in Iraq. I can barely control my own emotions as I think of her anxieties for her two sons as they fought in the Boer War and the bloody Battle of Spion Kop, and how she bravely agonised over her elder son Winston’s capture in South Africa. Exactly a hundred years later I wandered over the grassy mounds of that very mountain, scene of so much destruction and brutal loss of life. How did she cope with the days and weeks of uncertainty when this precious, special son was putting himself in the path of so much danger? But, aware of the hazards of self-identification with the subject of my biography, I do not pursue that further. Taking charge of a hospital ship is not in my sights. What remains is a clear appreciation of her steadfast faith in Winston’s destiny, a faith which, crucially, she passed on to him.


Jennie Jerome, an American beauty, infused the Marlborough dynasty with vigour, courage and colour. A woman who embraced life with a passion, she was an outsider, an original, who did not live by the dusty old rules of the English aristocracy. She had, according to her son Winston, not blood but the wine of life coursing through her veins. A diamond star flashed in her hair matching the sparkle everyone reported in her dark eyes. She was tempestuous and quick tempered — ‘that sudden rage, without heat, that never offends’, was how one nephew put it.1 Another described her as inflammable.


‘How Churchillian,’ the nieces and nephews took to remarking on occasions of outlandish daring in the twentieth-century family. Yet in saying this they were referring not to John Churchill, the first Duke of Marlborough, a brilliant strategist in battle and a clever tactician in domestic politics, nor to his descendants who lived in the fabulous Blenheim Palace, given by a grateful nation to the Marlboroughs following the battle of the same name in 1704 during the War of the Spanish Succession. It was Jennie, always at the centre of a throng, never alone, her warmth radiating through the room as all eyes turned to admire, they had in mind. For the most beguiling Churchill of them all was not born a Churchill.


Jennie was an explosive personality who fell passionately and instantly in love with the second son of a duke and never looked back. For a short while, Jennie and Randolph became the most brilliant, and extravagant, couple that ever advanced on London. How that daring love fared in the course of a turbulent twenty-year marriage and how it was transmitted to her elder son is, to an extent, the subject of this book. The cult of Winston Churchill, the Greatest Briton, the determined bulldog who saved the western world from domination by Hitler, has never been stronger. Yet Winston himself, it has been said, had few ‘Churchillian’ qualities, as ‘the Churchills were a dreadful family’.2 According to this admittedly partisan view expressed by his cousin Charlie Londonderry, Winston’s genius and vitality were both inherited directly through the female line: the former from his grandmother, a Vane-Tempest who became Duchess of Marlborough, the latter from his American mother, a Jerome. It is the women in the Churchill family, from Sarah, the first Duchess onwards, who were the prudent housekeepers, showing the clear-eyed determination of the convert to maintain a warrior dynasty into which they had married. Among Churchill men, the most forceful was the original Sir Winston Churchill of Dorset, who died in 1688. His survival depended upon that quality. As royalists during the Civil War, he and his family were forced to endure harsh times before the restoration of the monarchy and of their own fortunes. Churchill men have often been loathed, perhaps none more virulently than Winston’s own father Randolph, who prompted the vitriolic effluvium attributed to Gladstone: ‘There never was a Churchill from John of Marlborough down that had either morals or principles.’3


At the same time, the Anglo-American ‘special relationship’, arguably created by the later Winston, has also never been more in evidence than it is today, in the early years of the twenty-first century. If one had to pick a single achievement that altered the course of world history it would be Churchill’s success in ensuring American involvement in the Second World War. The response, therefore: cherchez la femme. From Jennie, his mother, Winston learnt enough New World charm and polish to soften the rougher Churchillian edges, since ‘a very decided brusquerie of manner is an inseparable accident of the ducal house of Churchill’.4 And when Jennie displayed some daring originality or eccentricity the relations would comment: ‘How very American. How very Jerome.’5


And so this book is about Jennie Jerome, who carved out a niche for herself in history and deserves to be remembered as much more than the American mother of a future British prime minister or the wife of a would-be prime minister. She was ambitious politically in the days before women had the vote and before wives of politicians were considered an electoral asset. Jennie all but won the seat by campaigning for her husband and promoting his interests. But she was constantly in demand in her own right long after the political platform bestrode by her husband had been removed. It was a life well lived, although not as well as she had once hoped in her youth.


Jennie, while she thrived on company, returned far more vitality than she ever derived from others. She was not one who lived life vicariously. Educated mostly in Paris, she spoke French fluently and dressed with French chic. She galvanised American women in England at a time when they did not yet see themselves as an identifiable group. She conceived, produced and edited a profoundly original literary magazine of the highest quality. She wrote plays and articles, devised entertainments and decorated houses as (more or less unsuccessful) ways of making money with innate style and skill. For pleasure, she rode, painted and played the piano to concert standard — although typically always preferring to play four-handed rather than alone. And she loved.


She married three times but neither she nor any of her husbands had enough money to fund their lifestyle and, until the end, she never managed — nor even tried — to curb her lavish tastes not least for love. Above all, she was a woman who was not afraid to fail. Women admired her but men fell in love with her — at least two hundred of them, it was said (the remark itself indicating that her animal magnetism was seen by many as sexually threatening). But the one man she loved longest and unconditionally was her firstborn, child of her youthful passion and energy. And he was deeply proud of being half American. She alone, against all the odds, never doubted that one day he would scale the heights of British political life to which she believed he was uniquely fitted. She did not live to see his triumph as prime minister. But her zest, confidence, recklessness and spirit, as well as her extravagant tastes, she bequeathed to her son.


Writing a book, Winston Churchill once told his cousin Ivor Guest, ‘was like living in a strange world bounded on the north by a preface and on the south by the appendix and whose natural features consist of chapters and paragraphs’. Factual books cannot be expected to win friends, he knew, ‘at any rate friends of the cheap and worthless everyday variety … after all, in writing, the great thing is to be honest’.6 In the following pages that is what I have tried to be, given the flood of material that has passed across my desk and, to mix my metaphors as Winston sometimes liked to do, the mountain that is now available just beyond my desk on the internet. I know how, merely in my selection of that material, I am inevitably biased in the way I am describing the life and aspirations of a woman I came to admire and, I hope, understand. Some days in her life — and her thoughts on those days — she has still resolutely refused to yield to this nosey investigator. And she is right so to do.


Like all biographies, the following pages are inevitably subjective. They are my interpretation of the life of Jennie Jerome and of necessity they have depended upon the material that has survived. I have found rich rewards in the Churchill Archives in Cambridge, where the family has deposited large collections of papers from various sources.7 I was lucky enough to see these as ‘real’ letters, with crossings out, corners cut off which had been kissed by the sender, or black bordered. Almost all have subsequently been transferred to microfilm, preserved for the next generation but now invested with an air of unreality. There are also ‘real’ letters to Jennie’s sisters and parents, which fate and good luck have preserved, as well as some transcribed, and occasionally edited, by her literary descendants. I have discovered other treasures in South Africa, the United States, Ireland and various parts of the United Kingdom. Where it improves readability I have added accents and punctuation to quotations. Inevitably, there are gaps. Yet these, too, are revealing. No letters from Jennie to Randolph in the years 1887, 1888 and 1889 exist in the Cambridge Archives. Yet there are four files of empty envelopes addressed to Lady Randolph Churchill in the hand of Lord Randolph Churchill covering those years. And I know that what I have seen can only be a selection of what was written over a lifetime. I started keeping a note whenever I came across an instruction to burn accompanying material. Yet obviously posterity cannot know about those letters carrying an instruction that they themselves be burnt after reading — if the recipient obeyed that instruction. The diaries of others have been another useful source, but these too, with one eye trained on the reader, cannot be considered wholly reliable. Ultimately, the view of Jennie that you will discover in the following pages is a personal one, shaped not only by history and hindsight but by my own experiences in the years when I was thinking so intensely about her, as well as one drawn from the views of others and extrapolating from events.


Money, or the lack of it played an important part in Jennie Churchill’s life. In the text I have always quoted the actual, contemporary amounts of money. As a guide, £1 over the period 1875 to 1914 would have had the buying power of about £80 to £90 in 2007. Between 1914 and 1921, the year she died, inflation caused the value of the pound to fall so that £1 in 1921 would have bought about the same as £35 in 2007 (source: Office of National Statistics, Jim O’Donoghue and Louise Goulding, ‘Consumer Price Inflation since 1750’, ONS; and Grahame Allen, House of Commons Library).
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Just Plain Jennie


‘I’ve given you all I have,’ said Leonard Jerome on his deathbed to his three daughters, Clara, Jennie and Leonie. ‘Pass it on.’ They knew what he meant. The fabulous riches had all been spent long before, but the unconquerable spirit that, as one grandson wrote, led Leonard Jerome up a new financial hill every time he fell down, was a much more significant and longer-lasting part of his heritage. Jennie, the daughter most like her father, had grasped this early on in life and, in time, passed it on to his grandson and namesake Winston Leonard. Winston always believed in the importance of ancestors and the need to respect the bloodline. He never missed an opportunity to recall with pride that the Jeromes were rooted for many generations in American soil and fought in Washington’s armies for the independence of the American colonies and the foundation of the United States. ‘I expect I was on both sides then and I must say I feel on both sides of the Atlantic Ocean now,’1 he maintained. He was referring to the fact that he had at least two forebears who fought against the British in the American War of Independence: one great-grandfather, Samuel Jerome, served in the Berkshire County Militia, while another, Major Libbeus Ball of the 4th Massachusetts Regiment, marched and fought with George Washington’s army at Valley Forge. Furthermore, Leonard Jerome’s maternal grandfather, Reuben Murray, served as a lieutenant in the Connecticut and New York regiments.


Leonard Jerome was a man who inspired myths. He was famous for losing fortunes as quickly as he made them, for scandalous love affairs, for incredible parties and for driving horses ten miles through the snow without wearing gloves. Born in 1818, he was the fifth of ten children who lived in a white clapboard farmhouse on a hillside in Syracuse, western New York. There were nine boys and one girl, and Leonard was always the most rebellious, the most restless and the only musical child. His parents, Isaac Jerome and Aurora (née Murray), of Scottish descent, were of puritan stock and of a God-fearing frame of mind. Timothy Jerome, his great-great-grandfather and the first American Jerome, had sailed from the Isle of Wight in 1710 in the quest for religious freedom. His hardworking descendants retained the strong religious beliefs and the conviction that enjoyment and fun were both steps on the road to hell.


Money was scarce, but somehow there was enough for the four eldest brothers to go to Princeton. Leonard, who laboured diligently on the farm, was from the age of fourteen contributing to the family budget by working at the village store for a dollar a week. Since barter was the order of the day and Leonard had to deal with shrewd farmers always bargain hunting, he may have learnt his first financial skills at this stage.


But then an offer came from Isaac’s elder brother Hiram, a judge in Palmyra, sixty miles away, for the boy to go and live with him. Hiram offered to supervise his further schooling. But he believed in austerity and hard work and was furious to discover that young Leonard had spent his savings on a violin. Naturally musical, Leonard taught himself and was soon playing any melody by ear, entertaining guests at parties. The crunch came when Leonard took his violin with him on his next visit home and dared to play on the Sabbath, thinking he would not be discovered. His father Isaac, hearing the music in the barn, burst in and smashed the instrument to pieces. Eighteen-year-old Leonard from this point on renounced any lingering religious beliefs. Nor did he ever play the violin again but poured all his musicality into singing.


By this time, 1836, his brother Aaron had made enough money in a drygoods business to send Leonard to Princeton. According to the Princeton alumnus magazine, he was, at the end of his freshman term, well ahead of his class with an average grade of 83.6. He then leapfrogged an entire year to join the sophomore class, which he still found easy, but was to flounder in his junior year where mathematics was the main component. He took an active part in a variety of Princeton activities — especially the concert hall — but departed with some blots on his record. According to the Princeton Faculty Minutes of July 1838 he was briefly suspended for going to Trenton without permission and was caught sabotaging the test tubes so that they exploded in a chemistry class. Such high jinks, together with pressure on family finances, meant that he was compelled to complete his studies at the less expensive Union College in Schenectady, New York. But, before he could attack life, he had to spend two years learning to be a lawyer in Uncle Hiram’s Rochester office. It was to prove valuable training.


In 1844 brother Lawrence, also working for Judge Jerome, married Miss Catherine Hall, a dark-eyed heiress of twenty-one with two sisters but no parents. She had been brought up by her elderly aunts in Palmyra and, spurred on to match her income, Lawrence and Leonard abandoned their legal careers. Helped by the Hall inheritance they bought a newspaper, the Daily American. Leonard invested everything he had in this, believing that profit would come from printing on the side. Politics was the main thrust of the paper, which quickly gained a reputation as a hard-hitting Whig organ expressly devised to attack the Democrats. Newspapers were, by the mid-nineteenth century, beginning to be profitable investments as both population and literacy rates were rising. As the circulation quickly doubled from 1,000 to 2,000 and then to nearly 3,000, an extraordinary figure for the day, the brothers became local celebrities, in great demand for parties and musical evenings, and ‘very popular with the young ladies’.2


One of these young ladies, Miss Lillie Greenough, was a mere child. Lillie met the six-foot-tall and imposing Leonard Jerome at a grand gala banquet given by her mother, Mrs William Greenough, and was totally smitten by the older man’s charm, energy and good looks. Lillie had a remarkable voice for one so young and she and Leonard often sang duets together. But Leonard, at thirty-one, was ready for marriage and had by then decided to ask the somewhat enigmatic Clara Hall, the twenty-four-year-old sister of Catherine, to be his wife. In typical Jerome style, he proposed on an expedition to Niagara Falls. Leaning dangerously over the edge he shouted: ‘I won’t come back till you’ve promised to marry me! Look I’m falling — I’m falling!’ The couple were married on 5 July 1849.


Clara’s parents, Ambrose and Clarissa Hall, had both died within a few weeks of each other when she was only two. The Hall parents had bequeathed plenty of money for the care of their three orphan children, who never lacked for material comfort. Although some elderly aunts had stepped in to take careful charge, a sense of insecurity seems to have been harder to eradicate. Clara (as a child, she too was known as Clarissa) and her sisters grew up believing themselves to be a quarter Iroquois — something that was talked of in hushed tones then, only to become a source of exotic pride for her descendants, including Winston Churchill. In old age Clara apparently looked so much like an Indian that a younger generation nicknamed her ‘Sitting Bull’.


At all events, young Clarissa grew up being told that she must never talk openly about her Iroquois blood. If others did so it was, as Edith Wharton recognised, to be considered an insult. This belief that there was something shameful, heathen, about her origins was seared deep in her psyche. Her insecurity and her snobbish desire to rise above her origins can easily be located here.


The family story went something along the following lines: Ambrose Hall, being a young man of some fortune, built a white colonial-type house in South Williamstown for a woman he hoped to marry, but when she declined he announced that he intended never to marry at all. However, one day while out hunting he knocked on the door of a cabin hoping for a drink and was answered by a strikingly beautiful teenager twenty-two years younger than him called Clarissa Willcox, daughter of a settler by the name of David Willcox. According to this account Clarissa’s mother was one Anna Baker, who had possibly been raped by an Indian so that her daughter Clarissa was born of mixed race, half Iroquois. This could explain why she was thirty-five when she gave birth to Clarissa, rather late for the time. Ambrose could not get the girl’s exquisite dark-skinned face out of his mind and therefore gave up his pledge to remain single, went back to marry her and installed her in the great white house. But she, being a child of nature, did not thrive in such majestic surroundings and, shortly after giving birth to her sixth baby, died aged thirty-one, leaving her romantic origins a mystery for her descendants to puzzle over.


More recently this story of Native American blood in the Churchill family has been disputed, and it is true that, although some of Clarissa’s descendants today bear remarkable facial similarities to Native Indians, there is no genealogical evidence beyond the high cheekbones and broad noses to support the romantic story of Indian ancestry in the Jerome lineage.3 (A DNA test, which could nowadays put an end to this discussion, has not, so far as is known, been carried out.) But the stories existed and were believed by most of the Jerome and Churchill family. As Winston Churchill, Jennie’s great-grandson, said: ‘If Clara’s descent is other than “American Colonial of English background” … why, some 130 years ago, would Clara have told her daughters the story at a time when it would have been deeply unfashionable to make such a claim … for me, physical features speak louder than any entry in a register of births.’4


At all events, the new Mr and Mrs Jerome were both ambitious. Leonard plunged into working hard for a number of socially progressive causes, mostly Rochester based, which his paper promoted in editorials, directed by him, such as the Rochester Anti-Slavery Society, a campaign to build a City Library and the need to send aid for the Irish famine. There were appeals to improve city sanitation and provide new sewers, agitation for a ten-hour day for working men, and a proposal for gas to replace the oil lamps currendy illuminating the city. One of the most controversial ideas was the provision of free education for all out of taxes. In March 1850, Leonard, as a reward for his services to the Whig cause through the newspaper, was appointed US consul to Ravenna, in Italy. The Whigs, a forerunner of today’s Republican Party, believed in a strong nation as opposed to strong state control.


Meanwhile Clara, socially ambitious, spent her time redecorating rooms and redirecting furniture. On 15 April 1851 the couple celebrated the birth of their first daughter, Clarita, always known as Clara, whose blonde hair, blue eyes and delicate features totally captivated her parents. By the time of her birth the couple had made a break with their Rochester origins and moved closer to the new business, to Brooklyn, then a city legally independent of New York with a population of 120,000 souls, and were renting a fifteen-room redbrick house spread over four storeys, today called a brownstone, closer in towards the fashionable section later known as Brooklyn Heights. They shared this house, 426 Henry Street, with Leonard’s brother and business partner Addison, his wife and an unspecified number of black servants. It was soon littered with half-filled crates and trunks as Clara, thrilled by her husband’s Italian posting and thoughts of a glittering diplomatic career ahead, had started packing.


But Leonard realised he had to relinquish the Ravenna appointment. He and Addison now had their own office in Wall Street, a short ferry ride away, and soon became well-known brokers in the brash, thrusting world of downtown New York. There were as yet a mere nineteen official New York millionaires – a figure which would double in ten years and rise exponentially until it reached nearly 6,000 by 1922.5 The brothers were determined to add their names to the list as quickly as possible, mostly by plunging into such risky ventures as railroad and steamship financing. Leonard thrived on the fast pace, in sport as much as work, and was admired for his quick wit and fashionable walrus moustaches, as well as for his habits of hard work. According to a contemporary snapshot of Leonard: ‘I never knew him to take a drink in a bar or public place. Yet Jerome belonged to the city with all its garish brilliance. No man ever became more completely a New Yorker.’6


Part of what defined being a New Yorker for Leonard Jerome was partaking fully in the city’s musical life. There were a few small-scale operas and concerts which he attended, mostly without his wife. She could never appreciate music, which to her embarrassment represented a meaningless cacophony of sounds. The Metropolitan Opera House was not founded until 1883, but the New York Philharmonic, the city’s oldest symphony orchestra, had been started in 1842. So when, in September 1850, Jenny Lind, the so-called Swedish Nightingale, came to New York for her first American concert tour, Leonard knew he had to hear her. Thanks to the skilful publicity of P. T. Barnum, who organised her tour, excited crowds flocked to her concerts, and Lind’s name was eventually tied to every kind of commodity, from songs to gloves and bonnets, from chairs to sofas and even pianos. ‘Lindomania’ followed her everywhere as she sang to packed concert halls around the country for nearly a year. In New York she was mobbed by 20,000 cheering fans, some of whom had paid twenty or thirty dollars to hear her crystal voice. Leonard Jerome heard her sing more than once — he described her voice as ‘Like the dawn — who wants more?’ – and the great opera star herself remarked that, of all her admirers, ‘Mr Jerome was the best looking.’7


And so Clara, never as comfortable as her husband with the frenetic pace of New York life, was thrilled when, in 1852, the Senate confirmed Leonard’s second diplomatic appointment. This time Trieste, a giant market-place of a seaport in the top right-hand corner of the Adriatic, was the destination. The serious and sober Clara responded by buying clothes but also by reading accounts of the history of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, ‘so that I should know something about the place to which we were going. But what a complicated and involved story it did seem.’8 The charm of Trieste was and still is that complicated story. Once a medieval fishing port, Trieste was an imperial creation without equal. Part of Habsburg territory since 1382, it was largely ignored until 1719 when it was transformed into a busy international free port, a tiny city state ruled by merchants who prospered from its connections between Europe and Asia. Money almost literally washed its shores.


By the 1850s, especially once the railway from Vienna was built, Trieste entered its heyday as bankers and other, more dubious financiers poured in. As Karl Marx wrote of the seaport in 1857, just a few years after the Jeromes’ arrival, it was run by ‘a motley crew of speculators’, Italian, German, English, French, Armenian and Jewish, which meant, he said, that it was not weighed down by tradition and had the advantage, like the United States, of ‘not having any past’.9


The Jerome family — mother, father and baby plus young Lillie Greenough — crossed the Atlantic under sail in 1852. Leonard Jerome had agreed to pay for singing lessons for young Lillie in Trieste, so the pretty girl with the delightful voice who adored Leonard became part of their entourage. Clara Jerome’s irritation at the arrangement can only be guessed at. Probably she was not even consulted. But when Lillie lost her special travel papers, in the days before passports, her anger burst into the open. Once settled, however, Clara Jerome responded to the warmth of the sun as well as to that of the charming foreigners who entertained her. She soon gave up her attempt to speak their language, although not her interest in Paris gowns. It was always remembered in the family what irritation the presence of Miss Greenough had caused Mrs Jerome. But where art or music was concerned Leonard allowed no difficulty to interfere.10


Trieste was a formative experience for the young family. It was here that Clara, the matriarch, became determined that her children would succeed where she had failed. They would have a fluency in foreign languages and the cultural confidence that she lacked. As the family settled into a comfortable villa with a bevy of servants and well-trained cooks, Leonard soon indulged himself by buying his first boat, a small white yacht which obliged him to have sailing lessons. The trading middle classes in Trieste’s boom years supported a vibrant musical life and the Jeromes would have had no difficulty in finding a singing teacher well versed in the latest operatic techniques for Lillie, as well as attending as much opera as they wished themselves at the Teatro Verdi, the city’s renowned opera house and the first in the world to take its name from the great Italian composer. It is easy to imagine Leonard and Clara Jerome promenading together, as Trieste couples were wont to do, the women keen to show off their fine clothes and fine husbands, or both.


It must have been a relaxed time for them as the job of the US consul in the mid-nineteenth century seems to have been all style and little substance. Leonard Jerome kept his consular sword, with its fine steel blade decorated with a medallion of Emperor Francis Joseph and the motto ‘Vive Le Roi’, purchased in Trieste in 1852, all his life and passed it on to his descendants – a ‘somewhat undemocratic symbol’, noted his grandson Shane Leslie, to whom it was bequeathed. But then the Jeromes were always fervent monarchists. The sixteen months they spent under the influence of Italian culture made a lasting impression on them and, although Leonard soon wearied of the slow pace of life with not enough to keep him busy, this first visit to Europe had given his wife a taste for European culture which inspired her for the rest of her life. In the short term, however, the replacement of Whig President Millard Fillmore by the Democrat Franklin Pierce meant that Leonard Jerome lost his job and the family returned home to America.


When Jennie came, in middle age, to write her reminiscences she said: ‘Italian skies gave me my love of heat and of the sun and a smiling darkeyed peasant nurse tuned my baby ears to the harmony of the most melodious of all languages.’ She added that until the age of six she spoke hardly anything but Italian — evidence of her mother’s determination. Yet she goes on to describe her memories of the journey back from Trieste. ‘I remember how,’ she wrote, ‘as we crossed the Mont Cenis in a vettura, the deep snow filled my childish mind with awe and astonishment. But this was a sight I was soon to become familiar with in my own country.’11


Why this whimsical opening to the book? Jennie never lived in Trieste, although she was conceived there. Yet it is perfectly possible that the stay in Trieste so coloured her parents’ and elder sister’s lives that Jennie felt as if she had been there with them. Had she been so, she would have been older, so it is hard to believe this was a deliberate ploy, typical of a woman trying to hide her precise age, something that Jennie was keen to do later in life. Birth certificates were not available in Brooklyn until 1866, but we know that on 9 January 1888 Jennie wrote to her mother: ‘Dearest Mama, do you know that it is my birthday today? 34!!! I think for the future I will not proclaim my age.’12


The family returned to America in the autumn of 1853, shortly before she was born. According to the Rochester Daily Union of 17 November 1853, ‘Our townsman Leonard Jerome Esq., late consul to Trieste, arrived in town last evening. He came a passenger in the Baltic. He is accompanied by his family – all of whom, we are happy to hear, are in excellent health.’ The family party included Clara, now a toddler, an Italian nurse, Lillie Greenough, Leonard and a heavily pregnant Mrs Jerome.13 They had one other permanent reminder of their time there: portraits of Leonard and Clara painted by the Italian artist Felice Schiavoni. Clara, almost beautiful, her olive-skinned, oval face accentuated by curtains of dark hair parted in the middle, looks happy enough if somewhat wistful.


They moved back to the bustle of Brooklyn, this time leasing a house on Amity Street, a tree-lined residential road near the waterfront. Number 8 Amity Street (now renumbered 197) was a handsome four-storey house built in 1849 in Greek Revival style to accommodate the new money moving into the city, with wrought ironwork at the stoop and swirling cast-iron newel posts. It was there, in January 1854, that Leonard and Clara Jerome’s second daughter Jennie was born.14


‘What, just plain Jennie?’ Mrs Jerome had apparently exclaimed when Leonard suggested the name as a reminder of Jenny Lind. And thus it remained, although later it was briefly transformed into the more French-sounding, and therefore more sophisticated, Jeannette. For Leonard, it was now clear that his and his wife’s tastes needed to be financed. Europe may have opened his eyes to many possibilities, but the reality — cash — required to experience these would depend on success in America. Leonard rejoined his brother Addison and, according to evidence in the Brooklyn directories, between 1854 and 1870, by which time the Jerome women had left New York for good, the former consul became first broker, then banker, then merchant, then broker again.


But the first year back in the US was not an immediate financial success and, within a few months of Jennie’s birth, Leonard Jerome declared himself bankrupt. For two weeks, starting in mid-March, a daily paragraph announcing ‘Notice of Application for the discharge of an insolvent from his debts…’ appeared in the Brooklyn Daily Eagle naming Leonard Jerome as the insolvent. Declaring a state of bankruptcy, a much more common thing to do then, enabled him to pay off his debts and start again. What appears to have happened is that acting on a sure ‘tip’ from the treasurer of the Cleveland and Toledo Railroad Company he put up a margin of $2,000 on 500 shares of that stock. The stock plunged and Jerome, who had no more money to spare, discovered that his friend the treasurer had unloaded on him. Following that disaster, Jerome retired quiedy for several months to lick his wounds and see how he might do better in future.


He did not struggle for very long, and the Jeromes seem to have settled easily into middle-class Brooklyn life. In spite of Leonard’s antipathy to organised religion, they were one of several prominent families known to attend the South Brooklyn Presbyterian Church. This fine building, completed in 1845, was on the corner of their street at the intersection with Clinton Street. Scores of churches were being erected throughout Brooklyn, but it was to be another twenty-five years before the iconic bridge linking it with Wall Street was completed. For the first years of Jennie’s life it seems as if Leonard Jerome had a lucky touch as a speculator, or gambler. His particular talent was in selling short, that is selling stock which he did not own, hoping that when the time came to buy it back the price would have gone down, to his advantage.


Then in 1857 he joined forces with William Travers, a noted financier from a Maryland family who had won and lost a fortune or two and who already had a longstanding personal as well as business relationship with Leonard’s brother Lawrence. For a few years, the threesome did a flourishing business as stockbrokers on Wall Street and the partnership became famous for the boldness of their operations, as well as for the creation of an ‘observatory’ (this was Leonard’s idea), set up to observe the movement not of the stars but of stocks. One of his tactics, once he had studied in detail all the facts of a company, was to feed these, along with an excellent lunch, to important editors in a small room on the upper floor of their building at Pine and Nassau Street. ‘Under the genial influence of the lunch and the exhilarating conversation of Messrs Travers and Jerome’,15 the editors were often persuaded to write a piece which resulted in the upward or downward movement of certain stocks according to the requirements of the existing positions of Jerome and Travers. For a few steady years Jerome seemed unable to put a foot wrong and, in spite of occasional reverses, prospered so well that within a few years of returning from Trieste his wealth was estimated at around $10,000,000.


Jerome had made his first significant fortune largely from the sale of Ohio Life Insurance and Trust Company shares, before the company collapsed, precipitating a vast financial panic in which nearly 5,000 US firms eventually failed. Buoyed by this, in 1858 the family returned to Europe for a two-month vacation, which included a spell in Paris in a rented apartment on the Champs Elysées. As rich Americans they were invited to a grand ball at the Tuileries and presented to the Emperor Napoleon III and his wife, Empress Eugénie. ‘It was universally conceded that Clara was the handsomest woman there. I never saw her look so well,’ Leonard wrote proudly to his brother.16


But it was the four years of the Civil War which gave Leonard Jerome both substantial wealth and national fame. In 1860 he opened a new office in Wall Street, renamed Jerome and Riggs, buying and selling a broad range of stocks. His interest soon centred upon the Pacific Mail Steamship Company. He bought these shares at $62 and sold them a few years later in 1865 when they had reached $329, this time realising a vast fortune. He spent his money as freely as he earned it, and Fifth Avenue society was open mouthed at the social audacities of such a newcomer, who dared to ride through Central Park in his four-in-hand, the first ever seen in the city, often on a Sunday and with Jennie, his favourite daughter, in the front seat alongside him. The social chronicler Ward McAllister commented on the spectacle he created as he drove up Broadway, whip in hand, with flowers in the buttonhole of his bright-green coat and his coach loaded with beautiful women, who would shriek and giggle behind him as he took a corner at full tilt. Those who scorned Leonard Jerome referred to him as a ‘bus driver’ because of the carefree way he drove a stagecoach. His was the unabashed enjoyment of wealth rarely available to those who have inherited and who therefore feel they must husband resources for the next generation.


Thus Jennie’s formative years were spent in a whirlwind of enormous amounts of money created and, just as easily, spent, or occasionally lost. Jennie, in her Reminiscences, devotes a mere three pages to what was obviously a very happy childhood. She recalled that the private lessons – and money for their education was never withheld – were interspersed with matinées at the opera to ‘improve our minds’, sleighing and skating for pleasure and driving in her father’s coach and four. She was a natural horsewoman and, as soon as she was old enough, rode back and forth on a shaggy little pony in front of their house. Piano lessons were a priority and Jennie’s first teacher was the renowned Stephen Heller, friend of Chopin. But, for all the indulgences organised by Leonard, Mrs Jerome clearly held tight on the reins of discipline, as Jennie also observed that, ‘unlike most American children, we were seldom permitted to join in boy and girl dances’. But they were encouraged to display their patriotism on 4 July when celebrations with fire crackers often resulted in burnt fingers.


Summers were the best. From the late 1850s onwards these were spent at the newly fashionable resort of Newport, where Leonard had built a charming villa ‘more in accordance with one’s idea of a seaside residence than the gorgeous white marble palaces which are the fashion nowadays. There we were allowed to run wild and be as grubby and happy as children ought to be,’17 Jennie wrote later, no doubt with the mythically proportioned Italian palazzo known as The Breakers in mind. This seventy-roomed mansion with its gigantic chandeliers and solid marble bathtubs was built by Cornelius Vanderbilt II, grandson of the Commodore, a friend and erstwhile business associate of Leonard Jerome when both were fighting for control of the Harlem Race Road, but whose vast fortune would always far outstrip the Jeromes’ meagre pile. One of the activities Jennie enjoyed most at Newport was driving around in her dog-cart, harnessed to two donkeys, Willie and Wooshey, a gift from her father’s friend Mrs Ronalds. She learnt to spur them on with a stick which she called ‘the Persuader’. Leonard also bought a fine new steam yacht, the Clara Clarita, decorated inside in the finest pale-blue silk and hammered silver, which he used to sail to Newport to visit his family there. She was reputed to have cost him $125,000.


By 1859, awash with dollars, Leonard decided the time had come to move out of Brooklyn and into a magnificent new six-storey mansion to be built on a plot of land in the centre of almost fashionable Manhattan, at 25 Madison Avenue on the corner of 26th Street. A stone’s throw from the Jerome plot was a well-known, if classy, brothel. Much of Manhattan at this time was still under-developed farmland but the new money and availability of cheap labour, mostly new immigrants from Ireland and Germany, fuelled a construction boom. In 1857 there had been great excitement when the first passenger elevator was installed in the Haughtwout Department Store. But the new Jerome palace declared, with no need for false modesty, that this was a man who had succeeded in life and was determined to enjoy his success, whether in the shape of yachts, singers or new diamond necklaces for his wife. For the few years the Jeromes lived there, this house – it probably never felt like a home — and its happenings were at the forefront of fashion. He built his stables, on 26th Street, before he built his adjoining house — three storeys high filled with horses and carriages of the finest makes, black walnut panelling, plate glass and carpeted floors. The cost of this alone was $80,000.


‘Except for the Emperor’s Mews in Paris it is doubtful if any stable in the world is as fine,’ claimed the New York Tribune. Jennie’s love of horses can be dated from this time as, rather to her mother’s concern, she spent as many hours as she could in the stables. The house itself, with its steep mansard roof, extremely tall windows and double porches of delicate ironwork fronting a park, made a bold statement as to who exactly the Jeromes were. On the second floor was a sumptuous hall for entertaining where Leonard and Clara wasted little time in hosting a lavish ball to celebrate moving in. For years afterwards guests breathlessly remembered the party for the two fountains which spouted throughout the evening: one with cologne, the other champagne.


It was on this occasion that Leonard invited Mrs Pierre Lorillard Ronalds, a beautiful young divorcee from Boston with an equally pleasing voice, to undertake the project of transforming the ballroom into a private theatre. ‘Her face was perfectly divine in its loveliness, her features small and exquisitely regular. Her hair was of a dark shade of brown and very abundant,’ is how one contemporary described this woman – with whom Leonard appeared deeply in love.18 Just imagine, he suggested to her, what a stage it would provide for her to perform in front of New York high society, and thereby raise funds for sick and wounded soldiers in military hospitals. It was the quintessential Leonard Jerome scheme: glamorous and racy, involving self-promotion, singing, beautiful women and high art, and at the same time benefiting a good cause. But it takes little imagination also to see how slighted Clara Jerome must have felt, especially when Leonard took to bringing Fanny Ronalds to the Newport home with him on his yacht.


Leonard’s private theatre was an innovation and a society talking point. Handsomely adorned and seating almost 600, the theatre boasted a fully equipped stage, an illuminated front and a magnificently finished interior with numerous and elegantly liveried servants who conducted patrons to their seats. It was the most luxurious playhouse in New York, where wealthy society flocked just to see who was performing. As a general rule, it was used to train young professionals. Normally there would be one famous diva or star, supported by amateur actresses or reigning beauties. But it was the radiant Mrs Ronalds who starred in the first performances there for wounded soldiers, taking the lead role in four Italian operas. Newspaper accounts hinted that occasionally she ‘over-sparkled’ but even ‘the malicious were forced to admit she seemed to have become a dear friend of Clara’s as well’.19


One young hopeful, Minnie Hauk, made her operatic debut there in the autumn of 1866 in Bellini’s La Sonnambula. Minnie was a talented singer and in October 1866, still a teenager, performed at the Brooklyn Academy of Music, a performance which marked the start of a long and successful operatic career. Minnie was rumoured to be Leonard’s daughter and evidently bore a strong physical resemblance to Jennie. Even Clara had written on the back of one of Minnie’s photographs, ‘So like Jennie but less good looking’.20 A few letters survive from Minnie to Leonard at the time of her debut from which it is clear that she adored and depended on him, even for such details as requesting that he send her stockings worked with blue rather than those with pink. She said in her memoirs how much she felt at home in the Jerome household, where she was treated as one of the family to such an extent that Mrs Jerome would lend her jewellery for her performances. She tried to join Jennie and Clara, who, in the habit of riding many miles before breakfast, ‘rode like Amazons’, she recalled. But here she was totally outclassed and after a few disastrous attempts gave up.


But in August 1866 she wrote to Leonard: ‘I forgot to ask you last Friday if Mother and I should go to the farm alone but then you said you would come here but then you didn’t come … Won’t you come and take us out. You know I love to go with you better than anyone else.’21 Perhaps Leonard, recognising her impending fame, had allowed his ardour for her mother to cool. Again, in October that year, Minnie wrote beseechingly, asking if he could not come and see her just for a few minutes before she made her debut: ‘I feel very unhappy about some things before I make my debut and I should be so very happy to have my best friend.’ In one of the last surviving letters she says: ‘Goodbye, My Dear Friend. I should love to see you here again very much but I suppose I cannot so I must be content without seeing you … Kiss Jennie and Clara for me.’22


Leonard Jerome relished his role as a generous patron of the young, beautiful and talented. Adelina Patti was another teenage protégée whose musical career was launched by him in his private theatre. He also helped sponsor her first concert tour. Jerome understood the need and desire for wealthy women to perform an active role at a time when they had few outlets to satisfy their talents or, in the case of less wealthy women, few possibilities of earning money And so, under the all-covering shield of a war charity, he arranged a series of brilliant tableaux vivants which several society women attended in all their glory, including one who, trying to personify winter, was hung with icicles made of pure diamonds.


While living in the city, Jennie attended a small and academically distinguished private school for the daughters of New York’s elite at I Fifth Avenue. The school was run by Miss Lucy Green, who had previously taught at the Union Theological Seminary. Lucy and her brother Andrew Haswell Green both played significant roles in the city’s history,* but Jennie does not refer to her time there in her Reminiscences. It was the Civil War, four of the bloodiest and most controversial years in American history, which, not surprisingly, gave Jennie one of her earliest important memories. Although she wrote in her memoirs, ‘It passed our nursery unmolested,’ she also recalled that ‘Every little southerner I met at dancing classes was “a wicked rebel”, to be pinched if possible. While the words of the bitter parody which we used to sing to the tune of “Maryland, my Maryland” come back to me today.’23 The other strong childhood memory was of President Lincoln’s funeral in April 1865 when she was eleven and how the family’s Madison Square mansion was draped from top to bottom in white and black and the whole of New York looked, she recalled, like one gigantic mausoleum. How extraordinary that the woman who became an intruder into British society, so closely identified with everything British, should have lived through such devastating and formative events in her native America.


From the first, Leonard Jerome, a determined admirer of Lincoln, threw his enormous energies into supporting the Northern, anti-slavery Unionist cause. When the war started he was forty-five and contributed a small fortune to a variety of war charities. One of his least successful ideas was a scheme for resettling Negroes in Haiti, a short and misconceived venture intended to bring them freedom but which brought him only expense and disappointment. For a while, almost every subscription list had his name on it. He was the founder of the Fund for the Benefit of the Families of the Killed and Wounded; he also contributed $35,000 towards construction of the Meteor, a war vessel built to catch the Alabama, the ship of the Confederacy. He gave a quarter of a million dollars to Northern causes but after the war subscribed to Southern relief too. In March 1867 he staged a glittering fundraising event at his own theatre to raise money on behalf of the Southern Relief Society,24 something that only a man of enormous courage and enterprise could carry off. This idea was to inspire his daughter many years later, as was the panache with which he did everything.


In September 1860 Leonard had bought himself an interest in newspapers once again, becoming consulting editor and one of three directors at the New York Times during a period when the strongly Republican paper was overseen by Henry J. Raymond, who became a noted war editor and friend, pro-Union and pro-Lincoln just as Leonard Jerome was. It was a position that lasted until 1870 and had some dramatic consequences. In the summer of 1863 violent draft riots broke out in the city with the mob, several thousand strong and opposed to the conscription law that fell largely on impoverished immigrants, burning houses, plundering stores and shooting policemen. While Raymond was penning editorials insisting that the mob should be defied, confronted, grappled with and crushed, the Times — aware that other newspapers had been attacked by the rioters — fortified itself with two Gatling guns, the very latest invention, which were mounted in the business office under the command of Leonard W. Jerome, who, in the event, was spared from firing them. There was a third Gatling gun mounted on the roof and the entire staff were armed with rifles. The mob was successfully intimidated, but the riots were the worst urban disturbance in US history.


Leonard continued to make money throughout the Civil War as he received constant information from the battle front (friends in the army were sending him coded messages) which enabled him to buy shares on a certainty, as he was ahead of the newspapers. Whether he was underwriting the Civil War for good business or high morals is a moot point. The twin demands of wheeler-dealing and civic-mindedness both exercised a strong pull. As one of his grandsons, Shane Leslie, wrote later: ‘If he seemed to be trading on the blood of his fellow countrymen he set his conscience free by royally subscribing to the wounded, the widow and the orphan …’25


Yet the Jerome position in the increasingly stultifying exclusivity of nineteenth-century New York society was always somewhat uncertain. Leonard Jerome was one of many new millionaires in the so-called ‘Flash Age’ whose fortunes came through railroads, armaments or even preserved meats to feed the soldiers. Once rich, they mostly moved to Manhattan. But the Jeromes were never set to become equals of the Vanderbilts or Astors — Leonard was too multi-faceted, too gifted, to devote that relentless industry which acquisition and retention of a fortune demand. And the Jeromes would never, as Clara with some bitterness soon came to understand, be part of the Four Hundred — the inner sanctum of New York society famously based on the number of those who could fit into Mrs William Astor’s private ballroom. Jerome’s closest friends were his business associates, William Travers and August Belmont, the latter a man of German Jewish ancestry with a more rakish reputation than Jerome, who worked for the Rothschilds, his passion for horseracing rivalled only by Leonard’s. Belmont, whose limp from an old pistol duel served only to add to his aura of attraction, was Jerome’s rival as much as his friend, in affairs of finance as well as the heart. According to some privately printed memoirs:


There were two outstanding men at that time who were most prominent in all social and sporting events. They both drove coaches and four and had large racing stables, both were married and in the prime of life. These two men fell desperately in love with Mrs R. L and A were rivals who kept the house of their lady filled with flowers and attempted to satisfy her every desire. She proved to be an accomplished general for she managed these two great men with much skill.26


Nothing reveals Jerome’s maverick originality better than a competition he arranged between himself, Belmont and Travers to see who could offer the most perfect dinner ever achieved in society. All three had to be prepared by Lorenzo Delmonico, the city’s top restaurateur whose establishment on Fifth Avenue and 14th Street with its fine ballroom was in danger of being swamped by too many with aspirations to join society. The competition rules stipulated that money was no object and that the dinners were to contain as many novelties as his cooks could provide. The result was a gentlemanly draw. But it was Jerome’s dinner that was remembered by posterity, though not for its gastronomic magnificence. On opening her napkin each lady found inside a gold bracelet. Competitors they may have been but, as Belmont was often quoted as saying, ‘One rode better, sailed better, banqueted better when Mr Jerome was of the party.’27


Leonard’s most inspired venture, with which his name is permanently associated, was one of his last, but it was never going to endear him to the highest of high society. At the end of the war he bought a racehorse for $40,000. Kentucky was an incredibly successful horse and, almost immediately he entered the Jerome stable, won the Inauguration Stakes, the first race ever run at Saratoga Springs. Jennie, who told the world so few of her childhood stories, nonetheless remembered being hoisted upon the back of the celebrated Kentucky, whose sire Lexington and dam Magnolia by Glencoe ‘were of the best blood in England’. Leonard was there along with William Travers to see Kentucky triumph at Saratoga and his intense pride and excitement as he led in his own winner triggered a decision to create a racecourse in New York City along the same lines. He was inspired for the rest of his life to raise horse-racing from the level of disrepute to which it had sunk in New York to be considered, as it was in England, the Sport of Kings.


In the mid-1860s Leonard bought the old Bathgate estate of approximately 230 acres at Fordham, a few miles outside the city, where for at least half a century the Bathgate family had privately bred and tried out their horses. Jennie, encouraged by her father, was by the age of ten an accomplished horsewoman and loved the freedom of being able to ride in the countryside there. But the place was ideally suited to her father’s more grandiose plans as there was a large hill, called the bluff, standing in the centre of a natural race track. Leonard knew exactly what he wished to create – a club house and stand with the course curling around it — and he brought in his friends William Travers and August Belmont as well as brother Lawrence to help, advise and fund. They turned to Charles Wheatley, designer of the Saratoga course, and within months the men had founded the American Jockey Club, which had its first meeting in Leonard’s office at 46 Exchange Place in April 1866. Its aims were ‘to promote the improvement of horses, to elevate the public taste in sports of the turf and to become an authority on racing matters in the country’.


It is hard to imagine today that the long and winding Jerome Avenue with its rusting iron elevated sections, which passes derelict buildings, impoverished tenements with broken glass, homeless tramps outside cheap food marts and restaurants, could ever have been the sweeping boulevard for Manhattan socialites that it was. Few who live in the neighbourhood, now one of the poorest in the city, have any idea why the vast leisure area still known as Jerome Park was so named. But on 25 September 1866 the Jockey Club of America held its first race meeting there. According to press accounts the opening of Jerome Park ‘proved the social event of all time and started a new era in the horse racing world’. Eight thousand people came to the grand opening, from the very smartest to some of the poorest. Clara had a new dress for the occasion of deep puce silk. Mrs Ronalds wore white.


Yet the occasion was not quite free of the low life that Leonard Jerome had hoped to exclude. Among the less reputable personalities present were William ‘Boss’ Tweed and ex-pugilist John Morissey, a professional gambler and gang leader well known for getting out the Irish vote at elections. Jerome – and even men as rich and powerful as Commodore Vanderbilt – understood that financiers could not survive without the co-operation of the politicians and the more shadowy underworld figures. The whole of New York feared Tweed, who extracted millions of dollars in bribes. Also there was Josie Woods, a well-known Manhattan madame, decked out in her finest. Clara instinctively felt uncomfortable and feared that the venture did not bode well for the reputations of her daughters, Clara and Jennie, whom Leonard insisted on taking with him to the club house. Even on this gala opening day she excused herself and left early.


From the moment it was finished Leonard, who acted as promoter rather than owner, leased Jerome Park to the new Jockey Club and volunteered to stand an annual loss of $25,000 if the expenses could not be paid. He was never called upon to do this. He built a small cottage near the race track for winter weekends and had a small area flooded and frozen for Clara and Jennie to learn skating. It was Mrs Ronalds, with whom Jennie formed a close relationship that was to last for the rest of her life, who taught the Jerome girls the rudiments of figure skating.


As contemporary newspaper accounts make plain, Leonard Jerome was becoming an important city entrepreneur, playing a major role in a variety of municipal activities and rallies. But in 1868 he suffered a serious reversal. He had held on to his Pacific Mail stock for too long and when new stock was issued he offered to take the whole issue off the company’s hands at $200 a share. The offer was accepted. But the stock did not find support elsewhere and remained on his hands, a financial catastrophe that almost ruined him. Within two hours he had lost a million dollars. Those who had tutted at his Sunday drives now lost no time in pointing out the moral lesson. This was what happened to those who rode ‘in a lumbering barouche decked with gay and laughing ladies as he drove through Fifth Avenue when filled with churchgoers’.28


But there was no widespread ill-will felt in the city for this charmer. As a New York Times writer put it, commenting on rumours current for the past few days of the failure of Mr Leonard Jerome: ‘We have only referred to the subject … in order to express the hope that no such calamity as a failure will ever overtake Mr Jerome … wealth in the hands of a man like Leonard Jerome is a blessing to many. In his loss the many would be the losers.’29


Mrs Jerome scarcely rates a mention in contemporary accounts of Leonard’s heady days of success. Since Clara kept no diary and few of her letters have survived, most of what is known about her derives from family stories or gossip. What emerges is a more or less silent form of resignation to a way of life in which she felt out of her depth. She made few demands on her husband, her apparent snobbishness probably a cover for shyness. Although Leonard and Clara travelled like a prince and princess, Leonard’s heart was always in New York, hers in Europe. Although they collected art treasures, Clara was insecure about her own taste meeting the highest standards of others. Although she acquiesced in Leonard’s theatrical excitements, that was an alien world for her. According to great-granddaughter Anita Leslie: ‘She could not understand music, horses or finance and yachting made her sick. How could a quiet motherly person amuse such a husband when all the glamorous ladies of New York went out of their way to catch his eye?’30 She never responded to the dynamic rhythm of New York and instead retreated into memories of graceful Europe. Leonard always recognised this and later in life wrote to her rather cruelly, ‘If you had any go in you, like either of the girls, and could mount your horse and keep up, we might knock about together and enjoy it. But you haven’t a bit of taste that way and never had. And you couldn’t stand that sort of life now even if you liked it once upon a time.’31 The truth, as both knew, is that she never had liked it.


There was one additional sadness. In 1855, just a year after Jennie’s birth, the Jeromes had had a third daughter Camille. A fourth, Leonie, was born in 1859 when Clara was thirty-five. It is interesting to note the French names given to the last two children but Leonie, a female version of Leonard, also indicates that the couple had given up on any hopes they might once have nurtured for a son. But in 1863, while the family were enjoying a summer at Newport, Camille died of a sudden fever. In pre-antibiotic days there was little that could be done to save the seven-year-old. Her body was brought back for burial in Greenwood Cemetery. The family seems to have forced itself to cope with the tragedy of Camille’s death by never referring to it. But for the remainder of the war Clara hid in her villa with her three other daughters.


In 1867, prompted no doubt by the dramatic financial losses of that year, Clara, dignified as ever, decided that the time had finally come to decamp to Europe with her almost marriageable daughters. Moving to Paris was a brave decision for one who did not speak French. She had no friends nor family support in the capital. To move there alone assumes that she was sorely tested. She maintained that health reasons prompted the move, but no malady was ever mentioned — unless increasing plumpness was the cause. Leonard, it was agreed, would remain in New York but visit as often as he could. In October 1868 he left the city of his fortune and fall to visit the four women in his family. He found them comfortably ensconced in an apartment in the Boulevard Malesherbes.




* A. H. Green was president of the Board of Education and president and comptroller of the Central Park Commission. He also played a key role in establishing the New York Public Library.
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I Love Her Better than Life Itself


Clara Jerome was forty-two and still handsome when she moved with her three daughters to Paris. It was not her first time in the city but deciding to live there at first without her husband was a brave move with consequences that, it is probably fair to say, she imagined only too clearly.


Mid-nineteenth-century Paris, just like London, was a city marked by pervasive poverty, alcoholism, disease and starvation. But it was also a city of brilliance and splendour. The Emperor Napoleon III, who, together with his Spanish-born wife Eugénie, ruled France for twenty-one years, managed to offer his people almost full employment with steadily rising wages. The Second Empire is often imagined through the paintings of Winterhalter as a time when the rich danced and the poor suffered. Yet behind a façade of military parades and masked balls was a vast reconstruction programme that created wide, well-paved, tree-lined and gas-lit boulevards, magnificent new buildings including Les Halles, the Ecole des Beaux-Arts and the Bibliothèque Nationale, as well as parks and a department store, the Bon Marché. Under the guidance of Georges Haussmann, a former civil servant with determined vision, Paris was transformed and modernised.


But the contrasts were still striking. Most girls working in dressmakers’ sweatshops were lucky if they were paid two and half francs a day to produce the frivolous creations society demantled as clothes. At the same time the Emperor patronised and praised the wild and light-hearted operettas of Jacques Offenbach — even though his more strait-laced Catholic wife was often horrified at the way his stories portrayed the imperial court as a place where pleasure and sensuality ruled supreme. Second Empire society thrived on the lavish balls held at the Tuileries, the long narrow building in the centre of the city which served as the Imperial Palace. These balls often catered for 5,000 invités. There were also Monday evening salons, the much duller petits lundis, for a mere 500, plus masked balls and other court receptions for particular occasions or for visiting dignitaries. These fêtes impériales all had their own rules – for example, ladies were expected always to dress in white, their trains to be no shorter than three metres and no longer than four, guests were forbidden to arrive in cabs but had to be delivered in carriages, and dancing began at precisely 9.30 p.m., usually with the Emperor and Empress opening the proceedings by twirling around the Galerie de la Paix to the tune of a well-known Strauss waltz.


At the same time Eugénie, genuinely concerned by the widespread hardship she knew existed in the city, at least one day a week visited a hospital, an orphanage, a home for foundlings or a shelter for the destitute. The Emperor allowed her 1,200,000 francs a year of which 100,000 went on her wardrobe and the rest on presents, pensions for relations and charity. Arguably, for all their extravagance, the pair did more to help the working classes than any previous rulers of France.


It is easy to see why Eugénie, coping with a wayward husband yet always slightly disapproving, would have appealed to Clara Jerome. Marie-Eugénie Ignace Augustine de Montijo, born in Granada, Spain in 1826, was a tall, elegant woman of fire and flame when she married the short, squat Charles Louis Napoleon, a man twenty years her senior. Napoleon was well known for his many mistresses, a way of life that marriage did not impede. After two miscarriages Eugénie gave birth to her only son, the Prince Imperial, and, warned by doctors that a further pregnancy would risk her life, departed from the marital bed. Entering even the outer French royal circle gave Mrs Leonard Jerome the respectability she craved, especially now that her husband was no longer quite the millionaire he had once been. According to some estimates, Jerome’s fortune of $10 million, if indeed he had ever owned that amount, had been suddenly halved. He now leased his Madison Square house to the Union League Club, which spent $50,000 adapting it for its new use. The second-floor theatre, once the scene of so much excitement and glamour, was in future to be used for meetings and lectures. Leonard Jerome slowly made his way to Paris. But Europe could never be home for him. He became an occasional visitor, his soul remaining for ever in New York, where he took to residing in his club.


In addition, both Eugénie and Clara shared an irremediable fondness for beautiful dresses along with a concern for the proprieties in life which allowed them to be admired by men mostly from afar. And both were underwhelmed by opera singing. Offenbach, whose music captures so brilliantly the charm and allure of the Second Empire, was at his height in 1867 when the Jerome women came to Paris. His triumphant piece (although rarely played today), La Grande Duchesse de Gerolstein, had its debut in April that year at the Exposition Universelle, the great exhibition in Paris which celebrated the strides in industry and technology made by France under Napoleon III. As far as Offenbach, and much else that her husband admired, was concerned, Eugénie was sceptical.


But, as Jennie herself recorded, ‘the last flicker of the candle, the last flame of the dying fire, is ever the brightest and so it was with Paris’.1 According to her version of events, her mother went to Paris in order to consult the celebrated American physician and gynaecologist Dr James Sims, inventor of the Sims speculum and founder of the Women’s Hospital in New York. Sims, an Alabama native, was in self-imposed exile in Paris during the Civil War. But Jennie does not elaborate on what may have been the problem and in any case Sims returned to America in 1868. Apparendy her mother quickly regained her health and, finding that the educational advantages were greater in Paris than New York, ‘we decided to remain there’. She also reveals that her mother’s beauty and American style were much commented on as an attractive novelty, an understatement that is presumably a reference to her suitors. The Duc de Persigny, one of the most colourful characters of the Second Empire and a devoted supporter of Napoleon III, paid ‘constant court’ to Clara, as well as ‘playing the gallant to both Clarita and Jennie’.2 During one dance the duke’s interest in Jennie was so obvious — and Jennie’s responsive smile so flirtatious — that the Duchesse de Persigny walked over to her and publicly boxed her ears. ‘Such was the morality of the day that, even while her ears were being boxed by the indignant wife, Jennie knew — as all the court knew — that the Duchesse herself had so many extramarital affairs that even the Emperor had felt obliged to warn Persigny about it.’3 Jennie, in her own account, admits that the Jeromes were on intimate terms with the Persignys, that the Duchesse ‘was to say the least of it eccentric’, and her temper somewhat quick. ‘On one occasion, at a children’s dance in Paris, I have a vivid recollection of her boxing my ears because I could not dance the mazurka.’4


The Jeromes arrived in Paris just when the Second Empire was at its zenith. ‘Never had the Empire seemed more assured, the court more brilliant, the fêtes more gorgeous. The light-hearted Parisians revelled in the daily sights of royal processions and cavalcades. The Bois de Boulogne and the Champs Elysées, where we were living at that time, were crowded with splendid equipages.’5 The theatricality and romance of Parisian life in these years must have been mesmerising for an impressionable young American with a deep imagination. Jennie, aged just fifteen, remembered admiring the Empress Eugénie, ‘the handsomest woman in Europe, driving in her Daumont, the green and gold liveries of the postilions and outriders making a brave show’. Jennie’s use of the word ‘brave’ is revealing. At the time, the Empress had nothing to feel brave about. Yet, with hindsight, Jennie felt pity for a woman whose husband was no longer interested in her and whose place in society was clearly undermined. It was in this environment that Jennie became a woman. As an Edith Wharton character says with disdain in The Age of Innocence: ‘At the Court of the Tuileries, such things [married men having affairs with unsuitable women] were pretty openly tolerated.’


Jennie longed to go out in the world but was compelled instead to a life of studying — she attended the fashionable school run by Miss Demler – and piano lessons. Most days she practised for four hours and was told that she was talented enough to have a career as a concert pianist if she wished. Leonard Jerome came to visit when he had some cash to bring them. ‘Everyone getting tiresome here. I’ll make you a little something and come across. Paris sounds delightful and a change,’ he wrote to his wife.6 But Fanny Ronalds, Clara’s nemesis, came too. Once back in New York he wrote to ‘Jinks’, as he sometimes called Jennie, to encourage her. He told her how important it was to write a good letter, recommended three recent novels she should read to give her a better understanding of English society — an indication that this was where they planned to go soon — and insisted that her ‘disposition to please those about her’ would probably ensure her future success. And so Jennie reluctantly made do hearing about court life from others, including sister Clara, who was just old enough to be allowed to make her debut at one of the Tuileries balls. ‘The two Claras are having a wonderful time. I leave them to it,’ Leonard wrote breezily from New York.7


If the rigid social hierarchy of Old New York spurned new money, Paris welcomed it. Hundreds of Americans embarked full of hope on one of the many luxury liners now crossing the Atlantic, although in the late-nineteenth century the journey was far from risk free.8 The Empress, who had an American grandfather, always had a penchant for these bold Americans, for whom it was often easier to enter high society in Paris than in Manhattan. Another young American invited by the Empress was the former Lillie Greenough, who some twenty years earlier had accompanied the Jerome family to Trieste, but was now Mrs Charles Moulton, wife of an American banker resident in Paris, and a good friend of Jennie and her sisters. Lillie had met the Empress while skating one January day in the Bois de Boulogne. An invitation to a ball followed shortly after.


Mme Moulton described the Empress on the occasion she met her as a beautiful apparition who wore a white tulle dress trimmed with red velvet bows and gold fringes. Her crown of diamonds and pearls and her necklace were magnificent. As soon as the Empress learnt that Lillie was a talented singer she was invited again to perform at a Monday-evening reception. Nervously, she sang some American songs, including ‘Swanee River’, and was rousingly applauded. Leonard’s encouragement and the Trieste singing lessons had not been wasted after all. Lillie was rewarded with a bracelet of large rubies and diamonds set in three heavy gold coils with Eugénie’s name and date engraved inside. Mme Moulton was an important social figure for the Jeromes in 1870s Paris, giving many parties to which the daughters were invited.


Jennie would listen, wide-eyed, to the accounts her elder sister gave her of an evening at the Tuileries when Clara had worn her first low-cut frock, of her confusion at having to walk up the grand staircase between the cent-gardes (the Emperor’s magnificently uniformed soldiers), of how no procession was formed but ‘when the company was assembled the doors were flung open and “sa Majesté l’Empereur!” was announced, then after a pause “sa Majesté l’impératrice,” who that evening appeared a resplendent figure in green velvet with a crown of emeralds and diamonds spiked with pearls on her small and beautifully shaped head’. Clara told Jennie about the demands of court ceremonial and etiquette and the degrees of bowing and curtseying required as the guests proceeded to the ballroom.


There were other celebrated beauties in Paris whose salons and dances almost rivalled those given by the Empress. Jennie describes Mme de Pourtales as ‘a vision of beauty in a cloud of tulle’, and Princesse Mathilde, who had a fine house in the Rue de Courcelles and used to give cotillions, as ‘undoubtedly the most brilliant and intelligent woman of the Second Empire’. It was at her glamorous salons that some of the young and pretty Americans in Paris, including Jennie’s sister, had the privilege of meeting such men as Dumas, Sardou, Théophile Gautier and the painter Paul-Jacques-Aimé Baudry.


How Jennie longed to be part of this. Although experiencing it all at one remove, she nonetheless absorbed it totally. When she came, forty years later, to write her bestselling Reminiscences, it was therefore largely on Clara’s account of imperial life that she relied, much to the consternation of her elder sister, who considered she had had her own stories ‘stolen’. All Jennie says of herself in those teenage years was how she used to ride in the Bois de Boulogne with her father and the Prince de Sagan, another older man, a typical Parisian beau who evidently charmed the young girl with his eyeglass, attached to a black moiré ribbon which became the fashion. ‘Mounted on a seemingly fiery chestnut, I fancied myself vastly.’9


No one made such a vivid impression on her as the charismatic Princess Pauline Metternich, an ideal role model. The Princess, who had wit, vivacity and chic, was a muse for writers and musicians and a genuine patron of the arts; she adored the stage and, as Jennie recognised, was never so happy as when organising theatricals. She it was who championed Wagner long before others appreciated his great operas and she made all three Jeromes devoted Wagnerians. Above all, her strikingly original innate dress sense caught the imagination of everyone who attended Tuileries balls but especially that of Eugénie, who could not resist asking for the name of her dressmaker. He was Charles Worth.


This is not the place to recount the story of this imaginative and bold Englishman who not only became dressmaker — and friend — to the Empress but, with royal patronage, changed the way rich women throughout Europe dressed. He was at the height of his creativity, promoted by Pauline Metternich, just as the Jeromes arrived in Paris and his workshops in the Rue de la Paix were besieged daily by the smartest women in the city, convinced that they needed morning, afternoon and evening gowns as well as special creations for gala balls and masquerades. He pioneered slightly shorter skirts for ease of walking and then in 1868 a skirt with no crinoline or hoops at all but the rather more attractive bustle. He used live models, and stories abound of how each lady, while sitting with her maid in one of the luxurious fitting rooms, waiting for the great man to give a dress his imprimatur, would be served with a plate of foie gras and a glass of Sauternes. You had to be received at Worth, the way you would by a pivotal member of society. Until now, couturiers had all been female; Worth, who considered himself an artist not a dressmaker, changed all that for ever.


No two Worth dresses were alike and certainly none was ever the same as anything ordered by the Empress herself, who owned hundreds of opulent and ornate Worth gowns. His creations, using the finest and richest materials, Valenciennes lace dust ruffles, silk chenille and silver metallic trims, crystal Austrian stones and silver-lined beads as well as brocade, tulles and muslins woven with silver or gold wire and exquisite embroideries often made expressly for him, all contributed to the illusory sensation of magic surrounding the Second Empire. When the collapse finally came, Eugénie’s extravagant expenditure on dresses was often cited. But many of the women who had patronised the House of Worth were in fact wealthy Americans, some of whom had their new dresses shipped back to New York by the trunkload. Others like Clara Jerome, Marietta Stevens wife of Paran Stevens, owner of the Fifth Avenue Hotel, and Ellen Yznaga, the mother of three beautiful daughters Natica, Consuelo and Emily, understood the social realities of post-Civil War New York, which required not simply that they bought Parisian dresses but that they display their daughters wearing them in the more openly welcoming circles of imperial Paris. The Jeromes were among M. Worth’s most loyal customers.10


Over the next half-century hundreds of American women would embark on a steamer returning to the Old World in search not only of Old World customs, clothes and culture but also of Old World husbands and houses. As the landed classes in England suffered from falling revenues and insufficient income to run their estates, marrying an American heiress offered obvious attractions. According to some estimates, by 1907 more than five hundred American women — the so-called dollar princesses – had married tided foreigners and some $220 million had gone with them to Europe.11 An American magazine, Titled Americans: A List of American Ladies who have Married Foreigners of Rank, published quarterly, subscription $1 a year and revised annually, catered specifically for this market. A New York newspaper published a guide for American women with ambition: ‘Dukes are the loftiest kind of noblemen in England. There are only twenty-seven of them in the whole United Kingdom. Of these there are only two available for matrimonial purposes. These are the Dukes of Manchester and Roxburghe. The Duke of Hamilton is already spoken for, the Duke of Norfolk is an old widower and the Duke of Leinster only eleven years old.’ One enterprising marriage broker in New Orleans even advertised for ‘Dukes, Marquesses, Earls or other noblemen desirous of meeting for the purpose of marriage, young, beautiful and rich American heiresses.’12 As the advertisement indicates only too clearly, money was just one recommendation, the acceptable one. But being young and beautiful, able to invigorate the bloodlines, counted too. Hence a number of ‘unsuitable’ American girls — actresses, showgirls or industrialists’ daughters — also managed to squeeze under the line.


By the time Count Otto Vogelstein, a Henry James character in a short novel called Pandora, remarked in 1884 that ‘there appeared to be a constant danger of marrying the American girl; it was something one had to reckon with, like the railway, the telegraph, the discovery of dynamite, the Chassepot rifle, the Socialist spirit; it was one of those complications of modern life’, most English aristocrats would have been only too aware of the reality — and advantages – posed by such a hazard. Lord Palmerston, the British Prime Minister, declared: ‘Before the century is out, those clever and pretty women from New York will pull all the strings in half the chancelleries in Europe.’


Edith Wharton, as well as Henry James, was alive to the perils and possibilities of such complications of modern life, caviare for the imagination. Wharton, who so eloquently explored the loveless marriages at the turn of the century between rich American women and tided impoverished Englishmen, articulately contrasted the manners of the New World with those of Old Europe in several of her novels. Countess Ellen Olenska, the heroine of The Age of Innocence, makes a disastrous continental marriage and almost has to crawl back to New York society of the 1870s with its often stifling conventions and manners and its insistence on propriety, and crave forgiveness for her ‘scandalous’ behaviour. But it was in Wharton’s final, unfinished novel The Buccaneers, about five rich and undisciplined New York girls who travel to England in search of tided husbands, that she satirised so painfully and acutely the clash of cultures alongside the dovetailing of aspirations. By the time she wrote The Buccaneers, not published until 1938, it was easier to reflect upon the trend and draw some conclusions.


That book may have been largely based on the Cuban-American Yznaga girls, but Wharton’s portrayal of the way these spirited and talented heiresses enriched the moribund British aristocracy was just as applicable to Jennie, who was one of the first of the new American brides. She was the inspiration for the fictional Lizzie Elmsworth, who married the rising MP, Hector Robinson. The brash openness of Americans yearning for new experiences seemed like a warning battlecry to those English who believed that the solidity of tradition was its own reward. Mrs Wharton was right in seeing their adventure as nothing less than an attempted conquest of British society.


Clara Jerome may not have understood the social forces in which she was swept up. After the Civil War, America was more divided than ever as the southern economy was all but destroyed and Southerners, discovering that their way of life had been overturned in the conflagration, now faced further chaos and dislocation ahead. Most of those who had profited from the bitter conflict — and enormous fortunes had been garnered — made their way to the prosperous North, where they were not always welcomed. Often dismissed as superficial, because her delight in life came from appearances — clothes, jewels and houses — Clara had sufficient intelligence to grasp that remaining in Manhattan, where the old ‘Knickerbocker’ society was fighting to keep out these new Civil War millionaires, could have been disastrous for the Jerome daughters. In moving to Europe, she hoped to give her girls the great gift of being able to choose their own destinies, a springboard from which she hoped they could use the talents she was ensuring they acquired. She also gave the family a French surname, adding two accents to Jerome.


In November 1869, even though the Empress herself was away in Egypt, Clara and her mother were invited to what turned out to be the last of the Emperor’s famous hunting, shooting and dancing parties outside Paris at Compiègne. These were unique events which required careful advance planning. On hunting days, for example, the ladies wore special green outfits with tricorne hats, but other days were devoted to visits to nearby châteaux and magnificent banquets for the hundred or so guests. Jennie recounted how her mother was presented on this occasion with some valuable pieces of Sèvres china. ‘My sister, much to my envy, was given an inkstand shaped like a knotted handkerchief filled with Napoleons upon which the Emperor remarked, “Mademoiselle, n’oubliez pas les Napoléons.’”13


These were heady, dangerous days. The Emperor was seriously ill, yet France, believing itself strong, allowed itself to be provoked into war with the Germans. Jennie and her sisters felt as patriotically pro-French and anti-Prussian as anyone. ‘Exciting incidents crowded on us,’ was how she put it years later. On one occasion they went to the opera in walking dresses with hats in their hands in case they had to go home on foot — which indeed they had to do. ‘It was a strange performance as the singers were constantly being interrupted and made to sing patriotic songs.’ They had the greatest difficulty getting home as the streets were teeming with an angry mob chafing for war. War came soon enough.


On 4 August 1870, the Germans crossed the border into Alsace. The Prussian Chancellor, Otto von Bismarck, wanted to unite Germany and knew that war with France was a good pretext. The French were defeated at Wissembourg, and the advancing Germans then pushed further until they had forced a wedge between two main French forces, one under Marshal Bazaine, the other led by Marshal MacMahon. There were further crushing defeats for the French in mid-August at Vionville and Gravelotte. Immediately after these the Germans began their march on Paris, and on 1 September an ill-fated attempt by Napoleon III and MacMahon to rescue Bazaine led to disaster at Sedan. The Emperor and 100,000 of his men were captured. When the news of Sedan reached Paris a bloodless revolution occurred. Napoleon was deposed, a provisional Government of National Defence was formed and a gruelling siege of the capital began. Paris held out until 28 January 1871, but only after suffering several months of famine.


Clara Jerome, well aware of the sparkling effect her eldest daughter’s slightly ethereal beauty was having on the French aristocracy and revelling in her proximity to royalty, was unwilling to give it all up and seek safer climes. Just as she was allowing herself the luxury of thinking she could pick and choose a suitor for Clara — it could be the Marquis de Breteuil or the Duc de Noailles, but certainly not the Marquis de Tamisier, who was keen on her daughter but had unsuitable antecedents, nor could it be a Catholic — the Prussian army invested Paris and the Second Empire fell. But Mrs Jerome was housebound with a sprained ankle.


Their house became the rendezvous of the few remaining loyal French, among whom was the white-haired Duc de Persigny, Mrs Jerome’s admirer. He told them they must leave immediately as the invading Prussians were at their door, and eventually, with a few precious possessions tied up in tablecloths and sheets, they departed Paris as refugees. They instructed the maid to pack up their trunks and send the rest of their possessions after them. Mrs Jerome had to be pushed in a wheelbarrow or carried but the women managed to catch the last train out of the besieged city, bound for Deauville. They begged a place on a boat for England, arriving in a bedraggled state at Brighton. They stayed for a few days at the Hotel Norfolk and then, along with the Yznagas and Stevens, made their way to London, where Leonard Jerome, who had been summoned to come immediately from New York and rescue them, eventually met them.


At the same time Eugénie was trying to escape via Deauville too. Fully conscious that she might be put on trial or lynched by an angry mob, she had to beg her place on Sir John Burgoyne’s yacht, the Gazelle. Faced with heavy seas and a stiff north-westerly wind, Burgoyne was far from keen to proceed. He gave in, however, and they made it, a day later, limping into Ryde Harbour on the Isle of Wight. She and the deposed Emperor Shortly thereafter made their home in England, retaining for ever a fondness for the Isle.


In spite of their meagre possessions Leonard Jerome installed his family in Brown’s Hotel, just off Piccadilly, in a suite of elegant rooms with a piano so that all three girls, whatever disturbances they had just endured, could continue with their musical studies. Jennie says little in her memoirs about the hardships of that first autumn and winter her family spent in London. They kept in touch with some of the Parisian refugees, especially the Duc de Persigny, now a shadow of his former glory. ‘Broken-hearted, ill and penniless our poor friend was put to many straits to eke out a living.’14 The melancholy she felt for her friends, scattered, fighting or killed at the front, was increased by the gloom and fogs of London. ‘Debarred as we were from our bright little house and our household goods it was indeed a sad time.’ A German governess was employed who took the girls for educative walks in Hyde Park, but they all pined for Paris, for their severely damaged house in the Boulevard Haussmann and, as far as Jennie was concerned, for the life of which she felt she had been cheated. The family returned to France within months to inspect the damage to their house, and it was on that occasion that Mrs Jerome, finding herself at an open-air auction of the imperial possessions, bid for a monogrammed dinner service with golden crowns and the unmistakable ‘N’. This dinner service, which gave Clara such intense pleasure, passed eventually to her grandson, Winston Churchill, who used it with much amusement at Chartwell.


Leonard Jerome, now in his fifties, cuts an increasingly restless figure in these days. No longer making large amounts of money, possibly even bored by the attempt, he restricted his energies principally to horse-racing, which was beset by those trying to make a racket out of the sport, and buffalo-hunting with his old friends. He protected his family from hearing about his problems, and never discussed financial worries with them — arguably an attitude that led to Jennie’s disastrously optimistic belief that money would always be found. But his personality still loomed large in his daughters’ lives and, although he had long ago settled various trusts in his wife’s name so that she would not be too buffeted by his speculations, she still needed him to pay for all the clothes his daughters required. With his family organised in London, he made a brief return visit to Paris as a temporary representative of the American Government in order to meet Bismarck in a villa at Versailles. Having pleaded vainly for the siege of Paris to be lifted, he then returned once more to London to keep an eye on his womenfolk.
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