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For Rachel, first and always


The upheaval caused by the war, the quick boom in railroads and industry at its end, and the vast opportunities for wealth offered by an expanding people, made the nation suddenly outgrow rules that formerly had sufficed to keep illegality somewhere within bounds. Self-sacrificial patriotism was out of style. The profit motive went on a glorious spree.

—W. A. SWANBERG

They danced and they drove and they rode, they dined and wined and dressed and flirted and yachted and polo’d and Casino’d, responding to the subtlest inventions of their age; on the old lawns and verandahs I saw them gather, on the old shining sands I saw them gallop, past the low headlands I saw their white sails verily flash, and through the dusky old shrubberies came the light and sound of their feasts.

—HENRY JAMES

A fortune of a million dollars is only respectable poverty.

—WARD MCALLISTER

What do I care about the law? H’aint I got the power?

—attributed to COMMODORE VANDERBILT
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In the years between the Civil War and the twentieth century, America experienced astonishing change and growth. Railroads and the telegraph joined the oceans; the Atlantic cable joined the continents. Giant steam engines, printing presses, looms and Bessemer converters shifted the base of the nation’s economy from farms to factories. History calls some of the legendary capitalists who made it happen “the robber barons,” because the progress they created along with great personal fortunes carried a high price: laws ignored or broken; judges and legislators bribed; big-city political clubs organized into engines of corruption.

Searching for a summer retreat in these turbulent years, New York society turned to Newport, a quiet Rhode Island village at the southern tip of Aquidneck Island, in Narragansett Bay. Earlier, Newport had been a smuggler’s haven, a garrison for redcoats during the Revolution, a home port for shipowners whose vessels brought human cargo from Africa, a favorite escape from hot weather for Carolina planters. A summer colony of intellectuals flourished. It included Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, Oliver Wendell Holmes and Julia Ward Howe.

Lured by the reputations of these relatively poor but famous Americans, wealthy newcomers created a short season of eight to ten weeks, July into September. Some of the so-called robber barons managed to launder their fortunes and pedigrees and join the migration. The old-money elite and the newly rich turned Newport into “the Queen of Resorts,” known around the world and unmatched for reckless extravagance and ruthless social climbing.

Some who sought acceptance in the summer colony succeeded; others failed, ending their struggle tragically. Beneath the glittering veneer of glamour and celebrity lay hidden strata of frustration, depression and even insanity.

Thus Newport’s golden summers at the end of the nineteenth century were, by turns, melodramatic, comic and sad but always uniquely American.



I
1893 and Before


[image: images]



1
FISK’S BLOOD
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Jay Gould thrust a sealed envelope at him.

“Give Jim this warning. Ned Stokes is looking for him.”

“what for?”

“What for? Did someone turn you into an idiot? To murder him. Don’t let Stokes get the best of you. Don’t let any of them get the best of you.”

Gould used the familiar formless threat on employees to instill a sense of falling short; predictably, this produced redoubled effort, all conscience abandoned. Sometimes Sam hated Gould, small, bearded and sly. Sometimes Gould treated him as if he weren’t an Erie insider—vice president, special operations, responsible for knocking heads when heads had to be knocked.

He shoved the envelope into his pocket. “Where is Jim?”

Gould regarded him with murky brown eyes. “Grand Central Hotel. Do you know where that is?”

Absurd question. “Of course I know.”

“Then get going.”

Sam rushed down the great staircase of the Opera House and through the lobby doors to 23rd Street. It was a strangely lurid afternoon, with swift clouds racing over the noisy street. Between the clouds, bands of orange and green streaked the sky.

He hailed a hansom, jumped in and shouted his destination. The cab’s dusty interior smelled of cigars and some tart’s perfume. He examined the mysterious envelope. He slid his index finger under the end of the seal but no matter how he pushed or tore, the envelope wouldn’t open.

Outside the cab, the clouds alternately closed above the buildings, dropping the street into darkness, or flew away swiftly and brought flooding, blinding light. A sense of dread overcame Sam as the cab swung into Broadway and fought its way south through the noisome tangle of fine carriages, clanging trolleys, horses dropping dung, hogs wandering, pedestrians cursing the congestion.

An overturned omnibus blocked half of Broadway and backed up traffic. The delay seemed interminable. Finally the ride to the hotel at 3rd and Broadway ended with the hansom at the curb next to the Grand Central’s entrance for ladies. Jim used that entrance when he didn’t want to be seen by reporters. Sam left the cab without paying and ran inside.

“Colonel Fisk?” he shouted to a young porter polishing gas fixtures. From atop his ladder the porter pointed to the grand staircase. A strange multicolored light dappled the steps—light of the kind that fell through stained glass. Halfway up the stair, Jim Fisk, round as a fairgrounds balloon, froze under the gaze of a handsome black-haired young man half visible in a clot of shadow on the second-floor landing.

Big Jim’s tawny red-gold hair and waxed mustaches gleamed. On his starched shirt bosom shone his ever-present diamond, big as a baby’s fist, bright as a locomotive headlight. He raised one hand, as if pleading. Petrified, Sam watched the handsome young man point a revolver and fire. The bullet drove Fisk backward; he sat down on the stair, against the wall.

The shooter, Ned Stokes, was a playboy, Jim’s sometime partner and a rival for the favors of Jim’s mistress, the actress Josie Mansfield. Recently the two men had confronted one another in court.

Stokes fired again. Fisk cried out, jerking against the wall, clutching the bosom of his dark blue admiral’s coat heavily ornamented with gold frogs and epaulettes. A bloodstain bloomed on his corpulent belly. His eyes, usually so full of mirth and bonhomie, bulged. Sam held out the sealed envelope, trying to convey its urgency. Nothing came from his mouth but a frustrating croak.

Hotel staff from the second floor swarmed around Ned Stokes, disarmed him and wrestled him to the carpet. Fisk sat against the wall, breathing noisily, bleeding all over his fine uniform… .

Things blurred briefly. Sam found himself in room 213 where Fisk lay on a divan, his coat off, his right sleeve and shirtfront two bloody messes. A doctor bent over him. “The bullet is more than four inches deep, Colonel. In your bowels. I can’t find it.”

Someone said, “Telegraph his wife.”

“Where?”

“Lucy’s in Boston, as always.”

Someone else said, “Better notify the papers. He’s a celebrity.”

A police captain shoved disheveled Ned Stokes to the fore. “Is this the man who shot you?”

Fisk peered, whispered, “Yes, that’s Ned Stokes.” Never let them get the best of you… . Sam lunged for the shooter’s throat. A police nightstick jabbed him and stopped his charge. The captain dragged Stokes out of the room, roughing him up in the process.

Sam knelt beside the divan, showed the envelope. “I’m sorry I was late. Mr. Gould sent this urgent message.”

Fisk’s big round eyes, usually so jolly, were full of mist and pain. “Nothing’s urgent anymore. I go where the woodbine twineth.” It was one of Fisk’s favorite expressions, brought along from his youth as a peddler on the back roads of Vermont. Jim Fisk was a young man, not even forty. The newspapers might laugh at his excesses of drink and dress and convivial good humor, but they always wrote about him. Sam raised his hands in front of his face. The fingers and palms were coated with Fisk’s blood. But he was sure he hadn’t touched …

Somewhere glass broke.

The scene—Fisk half on, half off the divan, gasping like a beached whale; Sam kneeling; dark observers round about like mourners at a bier—rapidly shrank, boxed by darkness until it was no more than a small diorama-like rectangle in the distance. Sam began to toss and thrash. Sweating and gasping for air, he came out of the nightmare.

He sat up in the dark, still gripped by the spell of the dream. The windows of his bedroom were open on the sultry air of early June. Far away over the Atlantic, heat lightning flashed.

He cudgeled his memory until things began to right themselves: This wasn’t 1872, when Fisk died at the Grand Central, this was 1893. He was in his sixteen-room summer house by the shore at Long Branch, New Jersey. He heard the sea curling and murmuring below the open windows. He smelled the salt air, and his own night sweat.

Gould had sent him to the Grand Central with a message for Fisk that afternoon, but it wasn’t in a sealed envelope, it was a verbal summons for Fisk to return to Erie headquarters on an upper floor of the Opera House for a consultation pertaining to a stockholder’s threatened lawsuit. Because of traffic Sam didn’t even reach the hotel until after the shooting. He joined the others in the deathwatch in room 213 where Fisk lay breathing his last. But in the dream, which had recurred many times, Fisk’s blood always stained his hands. Somehow they got the best of him, whoever “they” were… .

Sam heard a second crash of glass, someone moving on the ground floor, someone else on the staircase. Was his wife out of her bedroom? Or his daughter? Who was the intruder? A common thief, or someone else? Sam had legions of enemies but he never imagined any would follow him all this way to a summer resort. The coachman asleep in the coach house was the only help close by… .

Samuel Stephen Driver, the millionaire railroad baron, swung his bare feet off the bed, picked up the hem of his red-and-white-striped cotton flannel nightshirt. He left his red leather mules under the bed and stole barefoot past a wardrobe crammed with nightclothes, bought by his wife, that he refused to wear: a padded banyan, a pair of new-style pajamas decorated with Chinese characters. At the door to the hallway, he heard pegged flooring creak, then his daughter’s voice.

“Who is there? Who is it?”

Sam slipped toward the stairs. His heart pumped with fear, but the invasion of his home generated resolve more than wrath. He wouldn’t let himself or his loved ones be threatened this way. He was a survivor; the others—Vanderbilt, Drew, Boss Tweed, poor lusty Jim whom everyone liked for his generosity and youthful exuberance—they were all gone. Gould too, last year, dead of tuberculosis at fifty-six. Sam was still standing. On the wall of his New York office hung a plaque illuminated like a medieval manuscript.

NEVER LET THEM GET THE BEST OE YOU.

He’d lost count of all the things he’d done to live up to that motto.

To the left on the ground floor, a gaslight sputtered and brightened in the front parlor. Sam’s hair hung over his brow. His sweaty hand slid on the balustrade as he crept down toward the light a step at a time.



2
INTRUDER
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Offshore, flashes of white lit the greasy swells. French doors opening to the broad porch had been forced, two small panes broken, scattering the Persian carpet with shards that reflected a dim gaslight he assumed his daughter had turned on.

Jenny’s strained oval face was turned toward him, her wide blue eyes startled and uncertain. Jenny was eighteen, with her mother’s slender but ample figure and auburn hair, plaited in a single long braid. Her night robe, persimmon silk, showed costly touches of russet piping on the lapels.

“Papa, I heard the glass break, so I ran down—”

“Stand aside, Jenny.”

He advanced another step into the suitably cluttered Victorian parlor. The intruder skulked near the broken doors. Sam was hanged if he could dredge up a memory of who the man might be. He was small, middle-aged, handsome in his youth perhaps, but now with sagging dewlaps and pouches under his eyes. A sweat-grimed collar showed beneath his seersucker coat.

Sam was inclined to throw the man out by force but that would deprive him of the pleasure of turning him over to the Long Branch constabulary. “What the devil are you doing in my house, sir? Tell me your name.”

Defiant, the intruder pulled a pasteboard square from his side pocket. Upstairs, Sam heard his wife call his name.

“Stay there, Grace. Don’t come down.”

Sam’s voice was strong, deep, belying the emotion he felt. He believed in hiding fear from enemies. It was one of the principles that had raised him to his current eminence. At fifty-two he was one of the richest men in America. Shorter than Jenny by two inches, he was stocky, with large freckled hands and curly brown hair graying and receding from his widow’s peak. He resembled a butcher or a cabman more than what he was, although his eyes, dark and darting, suggested a man of formidable intelligence and cunning.

Sam read the soiled card. “T. Adolph Riley. General contracting. Swarthmore, Pennsylvania.” He tossed the card on the floor. “I don’t know you.”

“Oh, you do, Driver. By God you know me. I lost the bid to build your hospital.”

Someone creaked a stair step.

“Grace, do not come in here. I’m handling this.”

The stair creaked again.

Sam began to sweat. He said, “I’ve built nine hospitals and I’ll build more.” Before old Dan Drew died at eighty-two, he’d inspired Sam. Or, perhaps better, jabbed his conscience. Samuel, Drew had said, philanthropy is a rag for wiping dirt off your hands. Every rich man I know owns one. Uncle Daniel—the Deacon, some called him— read the Bible for recreation. He knew scores of passages of Scripture by heart and prayed in church every Sunday. He endowed seminaries with one hand while he destroyed stock market rivals with the other. Sometimes widows and orphans were victims of his maneuvers. The Deacon shrugged it off.

“Nine,” Sam repeated. “I have no idea which of them you refer to.”

“Chester, Pennsylvania. Saint Michael the Archangel.”

“They’re all named Saint Michael the Archangel.”

“So you’re a Papist as well as a crook.”

“Michael is the patron saint of soldiers. I was in the war. I was born a Lutheran, if that’s any of your damn business. Now what the devil are you doing here?”

“I’m bankrupt. I’ve lost my home, my wife’s in an institution for dipsomaniacs.”

“You sound like you’ll soon follow her.”

The wrong thing to say; Riley shouted at him. “Goddamn you, I submitted the low bid for the Chester hospital. Thousands below the others.” Riley’s reddening cheeks told Sam this was passing beyond the boundary of argument into hopeless, unreasonable confrontation. Sam moderated his tone.

“Oh, yes. I remember. Why don’t you have a seat? We’ll discuss it.”

“Discuss? Why?” Riley clawed at an inner pocket of his wrinkled coat. “You won’t beggar anyone else, I came here to make sure.”

And there it was, an old but dependable .31-caliber Colt pocket pistol, the barrel but two and a half inches long. Sam recognized the weapon because he’d carried the same kind more than once. It was unfailingly accurate at close range and powerful enough to knock down a stevedore.

A shadow fell across the carpet at Sam’s right. Jenny said, “Mama, go back.” Sam didn’t dare turn but his stomach roiled; she’d defied him.

“Riley, listen to me. I regret your personal situation but I couldn’t allow you to build the Chester hospital. We looked into your record. One of your buildings collapsed. Two more were denied permits for occupancy. I couldn’t endanger the lives of patients by letting a contract to a man who skimps and cheats.”

“You’re so very righteous. You’re a cheat too. God knows how many men you’ve driven to the wall with your tactics.” Riley’s eyes shifted to Sam’s wife standing behind him. “Woman, step out here where I can see you.”

“Grace, don’t,” Sam said as the shadow at his feet changed position. He pivoted, swept one arm behind him, grasped Grace’s waist and shoved her so that his shoulders and torso shielded her.

Jenny again: “Papa, be careful, he—”

Grace, simultaneously, pulling against Sam’s restraining arm: “There’s no need to berate the poor—”

Riley, fairly screaming over both:

“I didn’t come here to argue with stockjobbing scum.” He cocked the single-action pistol, then clapped his left hand over his gun wrist to steady it. Sam grappled Grace around the waist to fling her aside. Riley fired.

The bullet shattered an oval mirror beside the archway to the hall. Sam slipped, fell to one knee. Grace stood just beyond him, an upright target. He reached for her in one awful, attenuated moment that seemed to last and last, until Riley shot a second time.

With a gasp of surprise, Grace stared down at the bosom of her nightdress. She fell sideways, smoothly, as if some memory in her lithe body still remembered her days as a dancer at Fisk’s Opera House. Sam gained his feet, snatched up the nearest chair. Riley back-stepped to the broken doors. Sam smashed the chair on Riley’s head.

Riley fell on his spine, his neck gashed by a triangle of glass left in one of the window frames. Sam leaped on top of him, insensible with rage. He was cursing and snorting and pounding Riley’s head with reddening fists when someone heavy-footed came into the parlor.

Jenny: “For pity’s sake, Viktor, pull him off. Mama’s badly hurt.”

The bald coachman, an émigré from Riga, wore only his trousers with galluses over bare shoulders. He tugged and pried and by sheer strength separated Sam from the half-conscious intruder. Riley’s nose leaked blood and mucus. His neck poured blood onto his jacket collar. Gradually the light of sanity replaced Sam’s glazed look.

Jenny groped behind her for a chair, as though her legs wouldn’t support her. Sam stared at Grace lying at his feet, shot through the breast and barely breathing. “Oh my God, no.”

He crashed to his knees beside her. He’d been unfaithful to her more times than once but he’d never loved anyone else. Hesitantly, he inserted his right hand under her neck in an effort to elevate her head. She had the same auburn hair as her daughter, though gray-streaked now. Her skin gave off the familiar lilac smell he loved.

Her right hand closed around his left. Her eyes filled with luminous joy. “Sam dearest. The overture’s begun. I must take my place. I’ll see you after the performance.”

Tears ran down his cheeks. She was already leaving him, smiling as she exchanged the present for the past, the wrecked parlor for the shadows backstage where young ladies of the dancing chorus lined up for their entrance and Jim Fisk stood by, squeezing Sam’s shoulder and congratulating him on his eye for beauty in the person of Grace Penny… .

“Grace, Grace.” He chafed her hand. It was cold. Jenny knelt to ease his fingers away, cradle his head against her shoulder.

“It’s too late, Papa. She’s gone. Viktor, please get dressed and fetch the police.”



3
SAM’S EPIPHANY
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An Erie Railroad locomotive drew the funeral train through a downpour. In the fading daylight, whitecaps showed on the Hudson, streaming away behind the private coach carrying Sam and Jenny northward on Grace Driver’s last journey.

Between the coach and the engine, an otherwise empty freight car bore Grace’s remains in a plain coffin of pewter finish, with silver handles and a silver plate engraved with name and date. Sam had telegraphed the mortician in Rochester to be ready to prepare Grace’s body in the traditional white robe and cap, with a large bouquet of red roses, which she loved, to be clasped between her hands.

Rain beat at the window beside Sam’s swivel chair. The cigar in his teeth etched a spot of fire on the streaked glass. The car was one of three Sam owned, finely appointed with rosewood paneling, upper windows of etched glass, two sleeping compartments and a small galley. On the rain-splashed lacquer of the car’s exterior, rococo lettering spelled PRIDE OF OHIO.

A week had passed since the fatal shooting. Riley, a weeping, babbling wreck, had been driven off to the lockup that same night. A cash payment of $5,000, slipped to a circuit judge by Sam’s longtime assistant, Mozart Gribble, guaranteed that Riley would never again walk free, no matter how skilled his defense lawyer.

The weather was cold for early summer. The rain had fallen without letup since they left the city’s Grand Central Station. They were traveling on Vanderbilt’s New York Central tracks, “at water level,” because the Erie’s main line ran too far south, across New York’s Southern Tier. Once, the Central, like the foul-mouthed old Commodore himself, was to be avoided, but the railroad wars of the late 1860s and ‘70s were largely over, though enmities lingered; men who lost huge sums to other men didn’t forgive.

Old-fashioned lanterns glowing with John D. Rockefeller’s “Standard” brand kerosene swayed on the ceiling, alternately revealing and hiding Jenny seated some way up the aisle. She was reading a tabloid paper, the notorious Town Topics, a New York weekly published to chronicle the doings, respectable and otherwise, of members of “the 400.” Where that name came from, no one was certain. Some said Ward McAllister guessed at the number of people who could fit in Mrs. Astor’s ballroom. Sam and Grace had never been invited to one of Mrs. Astor’s famous winter balls.

Even deep in grief and depression, Sam struggled to look ahead. With a small gold-cased pencil he wrote in a memo book on his knee. Aft. 1 yr. mourning, Gribble to send cards inviting calls by friends.

The locomotive whistle wailed. The train was running through a patch of river fog. He tossed his half-smoked cigar into a spittoon and walked down the aisle to an empty swivel chair next to Jenny’s.

“Anything of interest in that rag?”

“In the Saunterings column, Mrs. Astor announces an Arabian Nights fete.”

“In Newport?”

“Yes. Late July.”

In 1885, when Jenny was ten, Grace had wanted to build a summer home in Newport, as other wealthy families were doing. She complained that Long Branch and similar resorts on the Jersey shore were already “a trifle tawdry.” Long Branch itself had suffered a decline of status after the late President Grant and his wife ceased their summer visits. Sam’s assistant, Mozart, had contacted Aquidneck Island real estate agents. He’d come back with a disheartening caveat:

“They won’t let you in.”

“What the hell do you mean? My money’s as good as anyone’s.”

“Oh, there’s no problem about buying a lot, or hiring contractors. It’s social acceptance. Mrs. Astor and her adviser, McAllister—”

“Her court jester. A prancing little fop. I could put him down with one punch.”

“Absolutely. But he’s influential. He has the ear of the grande dame. He heard of your interest, and I’m afraid he categorizes you as a swell.” Mozart Gribble, a bachelor of forty, had a long jaw, spaniel eyes and a melancholy air. Since he worked in a dim study in Sam’s Fifth Avenue mansion, he could dress any way he pleased, including his old black velvet smoking cap with no brim and a shoulder-length tassel. He wore it indoors or out. He had been with Sam over twenty years.

“And what, may I ask, is McAllister’s definition of a swell?”

“A man of new money. McAllister favors those with older wealth. Three generations is preferable. Nobs, he calls them. Also, your past business associations are a detriment.”

“Fisk, Gould, those fellows?”

“Yes.” Mozart hesitated. “Shall I continue?”

“On what subject?”

“Mrs. Driver.”

Sam stiffened. “Be careful.”

“Yes, sir, but it’s well known that she was an actress.”

“A dancer. A damn fine one.”

“Whom you met at the old Fisk Opera House. Actresses are unwelcome in Mrs. Astor’s circle.”

“The doors in Newport are barred even before we knock, is that it?”

“Not barred literally. You may build and move wherever you wish. I’m only relating what has been conveyed to me, namely that Newport would likely be an unhappy experience for Mrs. Driver and your daughter.”

“Arrogant sons of bitches.”

“No denying that. Still, they rule the gilded roost. More accurately, their wives do.”

So the lot wasn’t bought, the preliminary architectural sketches were rolled up and stored. For once others got the best of him.

The following year, a sprawling house on the beach at Long Branch replaced the Drivers’ modest cottage two rows removed from the ocean. Sam would never go back to the beach house. The day after Grace’s death, Mozart was ordered to sell it.

The railway car lurched; the wheel trucks clacked. The whistle sounded again but the river fog was dispersing. Sam asked, “Would you like to be invited to that Arabian Nights affair?”

She thought a moment. “I suppose I might, though I’m not sure striving to be approved by Mrs. Astor is a worthy ambition. She treated Mother badly without knowing her.”

“They met once, at the Metropolitan Opera. Your mother was cordial. Mrs. Astor cut her dead.”

“That’s what I mean. Newport’s still a fortress.”

“No fortress is unconquerable.”

Jenny shrugged and turned away. Passing lights from a trackside inn threw patterns of descending raindrops on her cheeks. Sam decided this was neither the time nor place to continue the discussion.

In Rochester, distant cousins from the Penny family of the Finger Lakes district gathered under a green canopy at Mount Hope Cemetery. Rain fell without letup; elaborate floral tributes from Sam’s business and club associates were beaten into dripping drabness. Mozart stood a respectful distance behind father and daughter, who had been given chairs.

The minister was bareheaded and uncomfortable even under the canopy. He read familiar passages from Scripture. In my Father’s house are many mansions. I go to prepare a place …

Which she couldn’t find here on earth, poor dear woman, Sam thought with bitterness. At that moment, for whatever reason, a vision came.

He saw a round, misty atrium or entrance hall, architecturally vague but aesthetically magnificent. A full-length oil portrait of Grace dominated the space. Half again life-size, the painting showed her as a young woman, gowned, a splash of red roses in a tall vase behind her. As you entered the great hall you couldn’t avoid Grace’s lovely, thoughtful eyes following you. The vision was so intense, Sam felt almost drunk.

Force them to look. Force them to admit she was a great lady. They denied her once and I let them, for her sake. They won’t do it again.

Were there images from which a portrait painter could work? Yes, two ambrotypes that captured her beauty, and a small oil hastily rendered by a Manhattan street artist and bought as a lark on an afternoon stroll.

And the Newport door was open again, however slightly… .

Without admitting it to Jenny, Mozart or anyone, Sam kept an eye on society’s doings. It was unavoidable, really; all the New York papers, including the most popular and innovative, Gordon Bennett’s Herald, printed endless columns of society news. The upper classes were celebrities. Readers lusted to vicariously experience the lives of their fancied betters.

Mrs. Astor still dominated the social scene, but with advancing age she’d relaxed her control on the summer colony, yielding to a triumvirate consisting of Mrs. Stuyvesant Fish, Mrs. Herman Oelrichs and Mrs. William K. Vanderbilt, wife of the Commodore’s inadequate son. Sam had met Mamie Fish, Tessie Oelrichs, Alva Vanderbilt and their husbands casually, at charity affairs. The Fishes belonged to McAllister’s original 400; the Oelrichses and Vanderbilts did not.

The old bandits with whom Sam had schemed and fought were gone. Other capitalists of dubious reputation remained, certainly: Carnegie the steel magnate in Pittsburgh; Rockefeller the Cleveland oil king. But they were pious do-gooders compared to roistering buccaneers like Jim Fisk. Rockefeller, a hymn-singing Baptist, made no secret of his dislike of Newport’s ostentation.

The drenched cemetery workers lowered Grace’s coffin. Sam put a hand over his eyes. Jenny laid a black kid glove on his black wool sleeve. Her face was uncovered, as fashion prescribed; her black tulle veil fell behind her ears, to her shoulders.

“What are you thinking, Papa?”

“I’m thinking how much I loved your mother. And I’m thinking we should go back to Newport.”

“Certainly, if the idea suits you.”

“I didn’t like running away the first time. I did it to spare your mother’s feelings. She was better than the lot of them. You might find Newport a good place. Full of eligible young men.”

Jenny avoided a direct response. “Doesn’t Brady spend his summers there?”

“I believe so.”

“Do you want to face him? Deal with him?”

Sam fell back on a familiar thought:

“No fortress is unconquerable. If there’s any such place as heaven, I’d like to have your mother looking down and approving of what we do. How we succeed. Because we will.”

“Well, the choice is yours.”

And already made. Brady or no Brady.



4
SOME CITIZENS OF NEWPORT
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On a glorious June morning two weeks after Grace Driver’s interment, three Rhodys— Rhode Islanders, born and raised in Newport—went down to Long Wharf to watch the arrival of the Fall River steamer Puritan. The overnight boats from New York usually docked at 4 a.m., then carried most of their slumbering passengers over to Fall River itself, for a more leisurely return. A severe storm had delayed Puritan in Long Island Sound, much to the pleasure of locals who otherwise wouldn’t have gotten up for the arrival.

The 400-foot steamer WITH fall river line blazoned on the bow was a multistoried beauty. White as a wedding cake, she carried upwards of 950 passengers, a good many of these already crowding the rail to disembark. At one time Jim Fisk and Jay Gould had controlled the Old Colony Steamboat Company, forerunner of the Fall River Line, Fisk adding the title admiral to his other military honorific, colonel.

The clear sky promised a beautiful day. The harbor sparkled, already busy with traffic: a ferry bound for Jamestown; a three-masted naval training vessel weighing anchor under the Danish flag; fishing skiffs; even a few rowboats on the water for pleasure. Sweet scents of honeysuckle and hawthorn masked less attractive odors from local cesspools. For all their cynicism, the three residents were, with some exceptions, proud of their old wooden town whose off-season population was about twenty thousand. Here the Rhode Island general assembly met from time to time, coming down from Providence. To say you lived in the only state with two capitals was worth boasting about.

Eldest of the three watching the arrival was Titus Timmerman, who reminded many people of a turtle. Titus had appropriated the only available seat, a rotting keg at the head of the pier where drays lined up to receive luggage for hotels and guesthouses. Titus owned a Thames Street grogshop named Ye Snug Harbour, an orthographic conceit he long ago decided would attract tourists in search of New England quaintness.

Titus lived most of the year on the profits of July, August and September. He welcomed vacationers to his tavern in obsequious fashion but secretly loathed them; he seldom made any money from the howling swells who had begun putting up their huge “cottages” out along Bellevue Avenue.

Hands on the tarnished knob of his cane, sharp chin resting on his hands, eyes bright as a raccoon’s, he watched the docking vessel.

“Season’s started, boys,” he said, stating the obvious.

To Titus’s right, dressed in a loose white cotton shirt only half buttoned over his chest, stood Titus’s handsome nephew, Prince Molloy, his sister Maureen’s only child. Poor downtrodden Maureen had justified the unusual name by saying, “I called him Prince because that’s what he’ll be someday.”

In the V of Prince’s open shirt hung a cheap tin-plate medal, another legacy of his mother’s. The medal was a stylized head of an owl. Prince didn’t know what it signified and he didn’t much care. He liked the trinket and its sentimental association.

Prince’s father had been a mechanic from Cork, Ireland. He was employed as a coach finisher in Newport’s best carriage shop on West Broadway. There he’d worked alongside Negroes and Bohemians without a second thought. His wife was a local girl, fair-skinned, deeply religious. While Regis Molloy was alive, his young son never realized the family lived in poverty, or close to.

Prince loved growing up in Newport. The green hills and open farmlands, the play of light on the ocean, the bracing air when the wind changed, made daily life a delight. He rolled a hoop, dove into the breakers at the public beach, watched sailboats tacking in the bay and wondered whether he’d ever be able to afford even a small skiff.

Prince had a cheerful disposition back then, bordering on the cheeky. His good humor didn’t endear him to autocrats, of which there was at least one at St. Mary’s school. This particular nun had not yet had him in class but had observed him, and thus managed to take an immediate dislike to the Irish boy.

Because of its close connection with the sea, Newport’s population was an eclectic mixture of nationalities and backgrounds. As a boy, Prince formed a friendship with a baker named Marcel Youmansky, who owned a shop two blocks from the groggery belonging to his uncle.

The bakeshop was small, narrow and dark. The front window had an equally modest aspect, saying no more than FRENCH BAKERY in six-inch letters. But when the front door stood open in the spring or fall, appetizing odors of cinnamon and almond, butter and yeast and warm bread were sufficient to dizzy those passing by.

Marcel was a Jew. He worshipped at the Touro Street synagogue. He closed his shop before sundown Friday evening and reopened at nine Sunday morning, which the goyim regarded as a blessing for their Sunday dinner tables. Marcel was a small-boned, slightly built man in contrast to his wife, Berthe, who towered over him. Prince loved to listen to them shout at one another in French.

“You like to hear the language, eh?” Marcel asked once.

“Yes, but it’s like monkeys chattering,” Prince said. “I couldn’t learn it.”

“Why not?”

“For one thing, some of the nuns think I’m stupid.”

“Their mistake. You could learn French if Berthe and I spoke more slowly.”

“Why don’t you?”

Marcel scratched his ear. “I think because we’re French.”

Prince stopped at the French Bakery often. His favorites were the short toasted bread sticks flavored with tomato and basil, two for a penny. Marcel gave Prince three for a penny.

“But I thought tomatoes were poison,” Prince said the first time he bit into one of the delicious sticks.

“Nonsense. The tomato traveled from South America to Europe. Only the nobility could afford to eat the red fruit—yes, yes, I know, tomatoes are classed as vegetables but they are not; they have seeds. The poor could not afford tomatoes. The nobility ate them from pewter plates. Acid from the fruit absorbed lead from the plates. That’s how tomatoes became poisonous. You see how ignorant people are?”

“I wish you taught at my school,” Prince said, being in fourth grade then.

“Merci, but I have all I can do seeing that my dear wife heats the oven correctly.”
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One Sunday when Prince was eleven, Mr. and Mrs. Molloy took a rare holiday, leaving the boy with Maureen’s unmarried brother, the stubbornly atheistic Titus. The Molloys rode the ferry across Narragansett Bay, intending to enjoy a carnival set up in Jamestown. A boiler exploded and those who couldn’t swim to shore drowned. Regis Molloy drowned.

Maureen Molloy and her son moved to smaller quarters. The quality and quantity of food on the table declined noticeably. Prince sought what jobs a boy could find after school. He began to understand the meaning, the feel, of poverty. Prince’s mother took one of the few jobs open to a woman of her limited skills and education. She became a maid at the Ocean House Hotel, up the hill from the harbor.

Prince’s separation from the process of education, perhaps inevitable from the start, happened a year after Regis Molloy’s death.

St. Mary’s, at the rear of the church of the same name at Levin and Spring, was Newport’s largest parochial school. Here, Prince and regimentation were never on the best of terms. He laughed too freely, too often. His developing good looks, together with the lack of a father, tended to stigmatize him as the possessor of a limited intelligence and a bent for trouble. He was always assigned a desk at the back of the room. There he slouched, letting his eyes rove everywhere but the lesson board. The nuns, generally patient and kindly, couldn’t help but notice Prince’s demeanor. Being strict disciplinarians, they occasionally rapped his knuckles.

After his father’s death, Prince became more sullen, often responding with a saucy mouth when one of the nuns criticized him. The worst in this regard was Frances Mary, a portly sister near retirement but still swift and adept with the hickory switch. She brought a fresh one to the seventh-grade classroom every Monday.

When he couldn’t answer a question, said he’d forgotten his times tables or certain answers in the catechism, she ordered him to hold out his hands, then whipped them.

“Master Molloy, with that attitude you’ll never get on in this world. You may grow up to chase balls at the Casino but I can’t imagine you achieving anything better.”

Prince slid down on his spine again and squinted at the grimy windows. What she said about him was not new; no one except his mother thought much of his chances.

His career at St. Mary’s ended abruptly one May morning when Sister Frances Mary seemed in an especially foul mood. She whipped Prince’s hands twice. The second time, his lower lip jutted.

“Sister, may I ask you a question?”

“What is it? Quickly, please.”

“Aren’t you supposed to be the bride of our Lord Jesus?”

“That is very close to blasphemy, young man. But the answer is yes.”

She held out her right hand to display a plain gold ring.

“I’m surprised He even looked twice at you.”

“What are you saying, you vicious boy?”

“Why would He? You never shave your mustache.”

When he walked home shortly afterward, never to return, his buttocks were striped red under his trousers. His opinion of himself was, and would remain, low, no matter what his mother said.

Perhaps to make up for Prince’s punishment, and his insistence on leaving school to find work that would help support them, Maureen told her son that he would have a grand future. She added that he shouldn’t continue to grieve too much for Regis Molloy because Regis wasn’t the boy’s father, only a surrogate for a rich rake she refused to name “until the time’s right.”

The time was never right. Maureen Molloy passed away when Prince was almost fifteen. Her secret, if any, died with her. Prince wasn’t sure he believed it anyway.

Maturing, growing handsomer, Prince showed his Irish heritage more strongly: curly black hair, vivid dark eyes, a smile that could shine like the sun, all charm, no guile, whenever he chose. Few guessed that Maureen’s death had twisted and soured something inside him. He harbored a hatred of an entire class— the nameless, faceless people who’d kept Maureen Molloy bent over soiled beds at the hotel until she died of penury and despair.

Outwardly good-looking and carefree, inwardly Prince seethed with resentment, and a desire to repay some of those who had wronged his sainted mother.

The third onlooker, younger than Prince by six months, was his friend Jimmy Fetch. Jimmy was likewise an orphan. He and Prince had been tennis ball shackers at Gordon Bennett’s Casino on Bellevue Avenue for several years, their nominal Catholic faith qualifying them for the jobs. In the winter they worked on an ice-cutting crew that sawed blocks from frozen ponds so a goodly supply of ice could be brought from storage to cool the drinks and bedrooms of the summer visitors.

Jimmy was a small, round-faced lad, heavily freckled, and perpetually squinting under the brim of a grimy plaid cap. Prince never altogether trusted Jimmy. Their friendship, as far as Prince saw it, sprang more from loneliness than liking. Jimmy followed his better-looking friend like a willing dog.

“Hope it’s a richer summer than last,” Titus grumbled. Prince laughed.

“You’re only happy when the tally goes up, Uncle. Same as last year won’t do in a Newport business.”

“Not in mine it don’t,” Titus said, whacking the ferrule of his cane on the earth between his shoes.

Jimmy peeled off his cap and mopped his perspiring forehead. “Lots of swells on the steamer. She must of been sold out.”

As Puritan warped in, deckhands threw heavy mooring lines to the pier. Officious pursers stood guard while gangways were let down and secured. The steamer’s passengers were a varied lot, ranging from the affluent with many trunks and portmanteaus to poorer families escaping New York heat for a refreshing night cruise. Passengers could book a luxurious suite or a low-priced berth in what amounted to belowdecks dormitories. The cheapest fares allowed sleeping on deck in sling chairs. Prince had been aboard a Fall River boat once, making a delivery for Titus. He remembered a splendid interior of gold leaf and polished wood where a string orchestra serenaded the guests.

The gangway ropes fell; the arrivals began streaming off. Jimmy nudged Prince. “Pipe the third bunch coming down midships. Handsome little tart, huh?”

Prince followed Jimmy’s pointing hand. The man leading the way, probably a father, looked coarse and rather ordinary despite his striped blazer, white trousers, white gloves and straw boater with a wide band patterned like a peacock’s tail. A flunky in an old black smoking cap snapped his fingers at luggage porters. The object of Jimmy’s approval was the third of their party, a young woman under a pale emerald parasol. Her auburn hair, more red than brown in the morning light, shimmered with highlights.

“Pretty,” Prince agreed. “Never seen her before. You, Uncle?”

Titus jutted his head forward like a curious turtle. “Nope. Man’s got a familiar phiz. Picture in a paper maybe?”

Jimmy scratched his privates with no concern for people close by. “I’d like to get acquainted with ‘er.”

“So would I,” Prince agreed, smiling in an oddly cold way. He might well like to know her, but not for reasons Jimmy, or the girl herself, could guess.

To the clamor of arriving passengers, the maneuvering of the hotel wagons and drays, there was suddenly added a commotion from the direction of Washington Square. People scattered as a brass horn tooted, clearing the way for a magnificent four-in-hand coach wheeling up to the wharf in billowing dust.

Titus made a sour face. Another of the howling swells of summertime was out for a dash through town. A trim and mustached gentleman rode beside him and two grooms hung on behind. The driver’s waving whip and florid face showed his displeasure over so many commoners, and common vehicles, jamming the pier head.

Prince recognized the coach, though not its owner. It was a road coach, offspring of English stages of past days. The side panels were bright yellow, waxed and buffed. Indigo lettering, small and artfully done on the quarter panels, identified the coach as ROCKET. Bouquets of artificial flowers decorated the throat latches of the four matched grays.

The driver wore white shirt and trousers set off by a high silk hat, yellow waistcoat, gleaming boots. For more formal drives and races he would have sported a white cravat and green cutaway.

While “Rocket” was temporarily halted by the roadway congestion, a mulatto urchin broke away from his mother and did a jig in front of the lead horses. This infuriated the driver:

“Get out of my way, you guttersnipe.”

Someone shouted, “Don’t be so cheap, Brady. Toss ‘im half a dollar, he’ll move.”

“I don’t reward show-offs.”

The child’s mother snatched his suspenders and dragged him away from the horses; the pause in their progress allowed the animals to relieve themselves hugely and noisily in the street.

“Brady,” Titus Timmerman said from the side of his mouth. “William King Brady the Third. Wall Street. Old money. Cottage out Bellevue some ways.”

“Who’s the gent with him?” Jimmy asked.

“O. H. P. Belmont.” O.H.P. as in Oliver Hazard Perry, one of the famous Perry sea dogs from Newport.

“The lot of you, stand away or I’ll run you over,” Brady shouted. Then something midway along the pier caught his attention. Prince craned around. Brady was staring at the rough-looking passenger, his attractive daughter, and the flunky in the smoking cap.

“I’ll be damned,” Brady exclaimed. “He has the nerve to set foot here? We’ll see.”

W. K. Brady III popped his whip over his matched grays, O. H. P. Belmont held on to his hat and the four-in-hand lurched through a break in the traffic, no doubt bound for a breakneck run on one of Newport’s dangerously narrow country roads. One famous whip, Gordon Bennett, who built the Casino in retaliation for a fancied social slight, had been notorious for racing his coach on moonlit nights along back roads, howling drunk and stark naked.

Prince fixed his eye on the young woman. “Sort of feel sorry for that family.”

“Ah, why?” Jimmy scoffed.

Titus explained, as if to a witless child. “Because, boy, if Brady don’t want people here, he can make life hell for ‘em. I wouldn’t give you tuppence for their chances of lasting the season. ‘Less of course they’re complete fools, which the rich sometimes are. I’m going back to the groggery. The season’s begun, all right.”



5
SAM’S RISE: THE CIVIL WAR
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Sam Driver’s long march to acceptance by the Newport elite began years before he heard of the place. He and his older brother, Sebastian Drubermann, were born in southern Ohio. Their father, an 1837 immigrant from Swabia, drove switch engines in the Dayton yards of the Chicago, Hamilton & Dayton Railroad Company. The pay was low but Sepp Drubermann loved the modernity, the size, the violent power of the “steam horses” pulling his adopted country into the industrial age.

Sepp’s boys fell in love with the chuffing, sparking monsters just as their father had. Sam was partial to 4-4-0 locomotives produced by the Rogers Works of New Jersey. Even in foul weather he’d tag after Sepp and stand in awe of the huge wheels driven by pistons, the gleaming steam domes over the great boiler, the unforgettable shape of the balloon stack, the great oil headlight that could illuminate a rainy evening as though day had dawned. The sight of a CH&D 4-4-0 rolling out of the yards convinced Sam that he was living in a marvelous new age. Any man who wanted to embrace the future should follow the trains, wherever they led.

As a student Sam was mediocre. English poesy and Latin verbs might as well have been written in Arabic for all the interest he had. He responded to numbers, sums, multiplication tables, division problems. But even these weren’t attractive enough to keep him trudging a mile each way to the rural schoolhouse after seventh grade.

Sepp’s wife, Hildegard, died of consumption in the spring of 1858, three years before the explosion at Fort Sumter. Abolitionist fever infected the boys. Sebastian enlisted in a Cincinnati infantry regiment. Sam, already at work as an apprentice fireman on the CH&D, persuaded his reluctant father to intercede with Congressman Clement Vallandingham, a Democrat even more antagonistic to Lincoln than Sepp. “Valiant Val,” as his constituents called him, recommended Sam for service under Gen. Herman Haupt in the newly formed U.S. Military Railroad corps.

Sam was posted to Grafton, the staging area for McClellan’s campaign to drive the rebs from western Virginia. He soon saw his idealistic vision of the war destroyed by reality. In trackside field hospitals no better than mortuary waiting rooms, young men lay in their own filth and died of dysentery brought on by spoiled food sold to the army by unknown contractors. In a heavy snow, a pair of new government-issue shoes dissolved on Sam’s feet. He picked apart the remains and found mostly cotton wadding and lacquered paper-board.

Sam was promoted to corporal and shipped to the Alexandria terminus of the Orange & Alexandria line, a strategic sixty-three miles of roadbed running down to Lynchburg. After Shiloh, Sam received a letter from his ailing father. Sebastian had died in the second day of fighting at Shiloh, not from an enemy’s ball, but from metal scraps that tore his face apart when his defective carbine exploded as he fired.

Sam went home to visit Sepp. He arrived two days after Sepp succumbed to pneumonia and despondency. So much death brought about a sea change in Sam. Henceforward, he carried out his duties with an underlying sense of the fraud and deceit that allowed a few phantom profiteers to enrich themselves behind the lines while whole regiments perished.

One February night in 1863, Sam was riding shotgun on a supply train heading south to Lynchburg. Three miles from the O&A roundhouse the train ran through deep woods. A sniper picked Sam off, blew him off the train and hurled him into a ditch, where he lay unconscious while the train chugged on.

He woke in pain and confusion, seeing the round face, straggling gray hair, nondescript clothes of a benefactor who examined him by lantern light. On the road beside the ditch stood a mule-drawn farm wagon, a tarp hiding its bulging load.

“Howdy, son. Guess I chanced along just in time. Seen you fall. Shooter got away, I reckon.” The old man had a curious and unfamiliar nasal accent. “I’m bound for Washington city but I’ll find you a field hospital.”

Sam started up. “Oh my God, no, they’ll saw off my leg.”

“Reckon they will, but what’s the choice?”

“I’ll take my chances in Washington.”

“You telling me you want to desert?”

“This isn’t the war I bargained for—cheats and crooks getting rich while our boys die. Leave me in an alley somewhere.”

The old man scratched his gray-speckled chin. “No, sir. In Vermont we don’t dump wounded on a trash heap. Something’s got to be done with you. I’ll figure it out.”

He extended a large, callused hand into the spill of kerosene light. “Fisk’s my name. James Fisk, Senior.”

Old man Fisk helped him hobble to the wagon, boosted him up the wheel spokes to a precarious seat next to the driver’s. Sam’s left trouser was a sticky wash of blood. The pain was excruciating but he made no sound.

He lifted a corner of the tarp. When he turned back, he stared into Fisk’s furious eyes, and the round muzzle of an army Colt.

“You’re right, son. Bales of cotton. My boy, Jim Junior, deals in it. I’m going through the lines with a forged pass. You yell or fart or do anything to attract notice, you won’t live to regret it. Won’t live at all, if you take my meaning.”

Sam nodded and held fast to the seat as the mules lurched the wagon forward.

So it was that Sam awoke in the suite of Jim Fisk, Junior, at Willard’s Hotel on Pennsylvania Avenue.

Sam was clean, bathed, his left leg dressed and splinted. He lay under a starched sheet while a balloon-shaped young man with rosy cheeks, popping blue eyes and a drooping red mustache surveyed him through a wave of cigar smoke. Fisk the younger was sartorially elegant compared to his father. Embroidered flowers decorated his satin waistcoat; fawn breeches fit snugly on his fat legs.

“I hear you wanted Pa to leave you to rot in some alley where the woodbine twineth. Pa’s a sentimental old rip. He brought you here. I paid for the doc. Jim Fisk’s the name.”

Sam shook a handful of fingers that resembled white sausages.

“You’re cotton smugglers.”

“Why, that’s a mighty self-righteous tone, Mr.—”

“Drubermann.”

“It’s Confederate cotton. I have agents from here to Tennessee rounding it up. I ship it to the mills of my partners at the Jordan, Marsh company in Boston. They turn it into shirts and blankets for our boys. One hundred percent quality goods, no shoddy. So before you climb on your high horse, let me explain something. Jeff Davis and his vermin don’t get any benefit or profit from stolen cotton and that helps defeat the damn rebs. Second of all, the cotton’s milled into the goods I mentioned, and that helps defeat the damn rebs too. I’m as patriotic as yourself, maybe more so.”

A coarsely pretty young woman in a purple hoop skirt glided into the room in a cloud of scent. Her scooped bodice barely contained her huge overhanging bosom.

“How’s he doing, Jimmy?”

“Coming along just fine. Mr. Drubermann, this here’s Lottie Hough. She’s chums with lots of the officers at the War Department. They generously arrange our passes through the lines. Lottie’s very persuasive, aren’t you, dear?”

“So long as you keep me in clothes and champagne, Jimmy. I’m going shopping.”

“Don’t spend too much.” As the door shut, Fisk sighed and rolled his big blue eyes. “As if I could do anything about it.”

He hitched closer to the bed, his bulk making his chair sway and creak. “You want a job? I can always use another top-notch driver. Now and again, I regret to say, one or another of mine gets picked off or slammed into the stockade by the bluecoats. I make the pay worth the risk.”

“Well, I’m not going back to the service. Why not?”
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