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Broadway Bound


Nestled high in the Rocky Mountains, with picture-postcard views and healing hot springs, the Hotel Colorado attracted a rich and famous clientele from the day it opened in 1893. More than a half-century later, when Broadway star Ethel Merman needed a break in July 1949 from belting “There’s No Business Like Show Business” in the long-running show Annie Get Your Gun, she chose this isolated spot. Accompanied by newspaper executive husband Robert Levitt and their two young children, she convinced playwright Howard Lindsay and his actress wife Dorothy Stickney to join them.


Merman had starred in two musicals created by Lindsay and his writing partner Russel Crouse (Anything Goes in 1934 and Red, Hot, and Blue two years later). These members of Broadway royalty hoped to join forces again, but the Rocky Mountain sojourn wasn’t meant to be a working vacation, just a chance to relax nearly two thousand miles from Manhattan’s autograph seekers.


However, inspiration doesn’t punch a time clock. Sitting by the pool that July, catching up on his reading, Lindsay picked up a several-months-old copy of Time magazine featuring a cover story about Perle Mesta, the Washington party giver who counted President Harry Truman among her closest friends. Anointing Perle Mesta “the capital’s No. 1 hostess,” the March 14 Time solemnly stated, “Washington society persists chiefly because the capital is one of the world’s most boring cities.”


The article included gossipy tales chronicling Perle Mesta’s unlikely rise from a Wild West Texas childhood with a “brash” father who dabbled in real estate, struck oil, and built the largest hotel in Oklahoma City, to her marriage to a self-made Italian Pittsburgh steel magnate, and, after his untimely death, her reinvention as a social-climbing widow who conquered stuffy Newport, Rhode Island, and set her sights on Washington. The nouveau riche hostess changed the spelling of her given name—from Pearl to Perle—because it sounded more sophisticated. She had a knack for ingratiating herself with up-and-coming politicians, befriending Truman when he was a Missouri senator and Dwight Eisenhower as an Army major.


By accumulating the “right” guests, a Washington hostess could invisibly pull the strings: whisper useful information into a senator’s ear, help an underling gain a promotion through fortuitous seating, or put legislative opponents together in a congenial setting where, aided by copious champagne, they could forge compromises.


Perle Mesta was treated by Time with patronizing amusement, mocked for her weight (“her figure requires stern corseting”) and sense of self-importance. “Not even her warmest admirers, who like her liveliness, would credit her with overwhelming charm or notable wit,” the story declared.


By the time Howard Lindsay got around to reading the several-months-old magazine in July, Perle had become an even more controversial and polarizing figure. Just a few weeks earlier, Harry Truman had named her as the American envoy to Luxembourg, only the third woman to hold such a high State Department diplomatic post. With a population of 300,000 and situated on 998 square miles, Luxembourg was tiny, but since the country was bordered by Germany, France, and Belgium and with the Cold War reaching an alarming stage, it held tremendous strategic importance.


Truman was excoriated for picking a woman who didn’t even have a college degree rather than a seasoned Ivy League–educated man. Naysayers jeered over Perle Mesta’s lack of diplomatic experience, treated her as a punch line to a national joke, and cautioned that she would prove to be an embarrassment.


Small wonder that Howard Lindsay, leafing through that dated issue of Time, had a brainstorm. Perle’s saga—from Western rube to European ambassador—had fabulous comic possibilities. Ethel Merman, with her booming voice, mischievous laugh, and brilliant comic timing, specialized in portraying larger-than-life characters. Lindsay put down Time magazine and told Merman, “I’ve got an idea for a show. A show about Perle Mesta. How would you like to play Perle Mesta?” The actress was game.


He sketched out the idea to his writing partner, Russel Crouse, who immediately grasped the potential. Crouse wrote in his journal on July 21: “A letter from L. with an idea for a new musical… Merman—Madam Ambassadress. Which cheers me and gives me new life.”


The coauthors pitched the notion to Irving Berlin over a New York dinner, asking him to pen the music and lyrics. “We tell him our idea and he never has heard of P. Mesta… but he warms up later,” Crouse wrote on August 22. “I. Berlin calls almost as soon as I’m awake—and now he has found out about Mesta and is very excited.”


At that moment, Irving Berlin may have been one of the few Americans unaware of the rollicking life and times of Perle Mesta. A friend to presidents in both parties, a Republican turned Democrat, ardent feminist and supporter of the Equal Rights Amendment, this blue-eyed, brown-haired matron adorned in Paris couture was the darling of political and society columnists. During the first nine months of 1949, her name appeared in more than five thousand articles in American newspapers.


Even as Howard Lindsey, Russel Crouse, and Irving Berlin were plotting their theatrical spoof based on Perle Mesta, the real Perle Mesta had not started her new job yet. She was on the high seas, traveling to France on the America, queen of the United States Lines. As Perle gazed at the Atlantic Ocean, she was trying to come to terms with the bewildering mixture of vicious vitriol and enthusiastic hurrahs showered upon her in recent weeks.


She was called “a political turncoat” and cruelly described in a newspaper as “a plain-appearing dumpty wren-like woman.” When Perle took a friend to lunch at Washington’s exclusive Sulgrave Club to celebrate her nomination, one diner insulted Perle to her face and other women jeered in tones that could be overheard, “payback” and “nauseating.” When she was a young woman, Perle had trained as an opera singer and knew how to put on a performance. The hurtful blows landed even if Perle did not let her feelings show.


But in contrast, what to make of the lovefest when the Senate voted on her nomination, with only one dissenter? One senator after another, most of whom had been guests at her home, rose to sing her praises. In a sign of Perle’s White House clout, First Lady Bess Truman took the train to Manhattan to see the new envoy off. At a shipboard farewell lunch, Supreme Court chief justice Fred Vinson toasted Perle as “a friend to many and a person with many friends.”


What a confusing mix of life-affirming praise and mean-spirited scorn.


Before accepting the post, Perle had expressed doubts to confidants, who reassured her that she had the moxie and people skills to succeed. But now Perle feared letting Truman down and proving her critics right. Her wildcatting father had bluffed his way to success, carrying on even when his business empire was crumbling. She would have to follow his example. With so few women in high government jobs, she would inevitably be viewed as a role model. All eyes would be upon her.


PERLE WAS STUNNED to learn several months later about the Broadway show, after newspaper items appeared and a friend mentioned it to her over a meal. “I was so upset by this news I could hardly go on with my lunch,” Perle later recalled.


The creators were not being coy about their inspiration. Irving Berlin told the Associated Press, “It will portray the experiences of an American hostess in Washington who is appointed minister to a mythical duchy.” Asked if Perle Mesta was aware of the musical, Berlin shrugged and laughed. “I don’t know. She’ll know soon enough.”


His comments amped up Perle’s anxiety. Would she be lampooned as a laughingstock? How closely would this fictionalized saga stick to her actual life, and what would be embellished? Would the musical hurt her standing as a diplomat and her ability to do her job?


A MERE FOURTEEN months after Perle Mesta arrived in Luxembourg as the new American envoy, Call Me Madam opened in Manhattan on October 12, 1950, to ecstatic reviews and $1 million in advance sales, the largest in theater history. To avoid claims of libel or defamation, the theater program disingenuously stated: “Neither the character of Mrs. Sally Adams, nor Miss Ethel Merman, resembles any other person, alive or dead.”


Virtually all the reviews cited Perle as the show’s inspiration. New York Times reviewer Brooks Atkinson wrote, “Since Miss Merman instinctively plays the part like a combination of a brass band and female wrestler, the semblance to Mrs. Mesta is not wholly exact. But there is no reason why Mrs. Mesta should feel piqued. For the character… is a winning one. She is frank, hospitable, generous and human and willing to learn.”


State Department officials had discouraged Perle from seeing Call Me Madam, but now she felt compelled to attend. President Truman gave his permission and encouraged her to take his wife and daughter. On October 25, the three women slipped into fifth-row orchestra seats at the darkened Imperial Theatre for the matinee.


As the orchestra struck the opening chords, Perle was thrust back in time. Some of the events portrayed were real, and some were fictional, evoking a mélange of memories. The composers had a good laugh at her expense, riffing off her experiences.


Perle had carefully curated her public image, creating myths about her past and editing out unflattering details.


In truth, her life hadn’t always been easy or as carefree as the effervescent Ethel Merman made it seem as she pranced across the stage.
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A Texas/Oklahoma Upbringing




I was born on a thousand acres of Oklahoma land


Nothing grew on the thousand acres for it was gravel and sand


One day father starting digging in a field


Hoping to find some soil


He dug and he dug and what do you think?


Oil, oil, oil


The money rolled in and I rolled out with a fortune piled so high


Washington was my destination


And now who am I?


—“THE HOSTESS WITH THE MOSTES’ ON THE BALL” BY IRVING BERLIN




William Balser Skirvin did not strike oil while digging on an Oklahoma farm, and his heiress daughter did not roll directly to Washington. The true story was more convoluted. Skirvin was a likable schemer and dreamer who took big risks and was constantly searching for the next score. His firstborn, christened Pearl, idolized her father and his can-do spirit, often citing his motto: “Only busy people are happy.”


Born in 1860 on a farm in Sturgis, Michigan, as a young man, the ambitious traveling salesman lived out the cliché—he married a pretty Kansas farmer’s daughter. Harriet “Hattie” Reid, one of eleven children, played the piano and told intimates that she studied elocution at the University of Kansas. A devout Presbyterian, she was charmed by the loquacious five-foot-four farm implement salesman.


Hattie Skirvin gave birth to Pearl Reid Skirvin on October 12, 1882, while visiting her in-laws in Sturgis. In the Kansas State census in March 1885, Pearl was listed as two years old. (Throughout her life, she lied about her age, and it would be many decades before she renamed herself Perle.) William Skirvin started a real estate business in Kansas City, but then an irresistible opportunity lured him South: the Oklahoma land rush.


In a scandalous theft of land previously promised to Native American tribes, the federal government opened up two million Oklahoma acres for settlement by whites. After President Benjamin Harrison set the start date of April 22, 1889, for settlers to claim land, more than fifty thousand people gathered at Oklahoma’s borders, patrolled by soldiers to keep the unruly mob from jumping the gun.


Skirvin and his brother-in-law Orrin Shepherd grabbed valuable acres in Guthrie. After filing claims with the Federal Land Office, they headed for the thriving Texas port city of Galveston. Cotton and grain warehouses lined the waterfront and the sophisticated island boasted a wealthy colony of shippers and merchants.


Skirvin and Shepherd’s new real estate business thrived. Hattie and Pearl remained in Kansas City with relatives, but the family reunited in Galveston in early 1892. Daughter Marguerite Adelaide was born the following year.


Taking a look at his rapidly populating city—an island—Skirvin realized the surrounding areas were undervalued. He bought 320 rural acres about seventeen miles inland from Galveston with a $5,400 promissory note. Plagued by mosquitoes and nine-foot rattlesnakes, the location nonetheless had possibilities. The Santa Fe railroad operated a depot so supplies could be shipped in and out. A newly drilled artesian well opened up agricultural possibilities.


Skirvin established the grandly named Alta Loma Investment and Improvement Company (alta loma in Spanish means “high ground”). He sent for his father and two half brothers, and they sold fifteen-acre lots, advertising the area in pamphlets as “located in the very heart of the Gulf Coast Magnificent Fruit Belt,” where pears, oranges, and strawberries could be grown. Nellie Kitchel Skirvin, wife of William Skirvin’s half brother Clifton, wrote in a memoir: “These pamphlets were bringing men from the far North as well as Kansas, Missouri and Northern Texas.”


Skirvin built a two-story white Victorian home for his family in Alta Loma with a barn for horses, cows, and chickens. Son Orren William Skirvin was born in 1897. Pearl’s life during that period was later conjured up by a Time correspondent who conducted interviews in Alta Loma in 1949 for the magazine’s cover story. The reporter wrote of William Skirvin:




He sold vast tracks of undrained and previously worthless land at eighty dollars an acre and became a wealthy man… Alta Loma became a gay small town, much favored by Galvestonians escaping smothering heat and haze of the gulf coast. There were many parties, a literary club, a small private school for young ladies run by Miss Clark Norris and a First Baptist Church just across from the Skirvin residence. Billy Skirvin, under the prompting of his wife (who is remembered as being very pretty but unwell) joined the Baptist Church.





Pearl grew up a tomboy, trailing her father as he taught her to ride and throw horseshoes. Her father encouraged her to speak her mind. “When his temper rose, the others were usually a little scared of him,” she wrote in her autobiography. “But I always stood my ground… he spoiled me and made discipline very difficult for Mother. She always said I was the worst child… I would use every trick to get what I wanted.”


With a high forehead, blue eyes, and wavy dark hair, Pearl was an attractive girl who made friends easily, although she could be bossy. In the church choir, her lovely soprano voice made her a standout. Her little sister Marguerite was a beautiful sprite with delicate features and shiny blond hair. Eleven years younger, seemingly demure but with a rebellious streak, Marguerite looked up to her big sister. Pearl would spend a lifetime hearing people gush about Marguerite’s exquisite appearance. The sisters were close, but there were inevitable undercurrents in their relationship.


The sociable Pearl gave her first party at age eleven, inviting friends over and serving bitter-tasting sandwiches that she concocted from nasturtium flowers, bread, and mayonnaise. Her menus would improve a great deal through the years.


She described her childhood as happy, but in truth her parents had a troubled marriage. The patriarch was often out of town or out on the town. There were rumors about the usual vices: alcohol and women. Hattie finally took the children and went to Michigan to live with her in-laws. In the 1900 census, seventeen-year-old Pearl and her siblings were listed as residing in Burr Oak, Michigan.


On September 8, 1900, a terrifying hurricane swept through Galveston and Alta Loma with winds of more than 140 miles an hour. An estimated ten thousand people died from being hit by debris or drowning in the fifteen-foot surge of water. Alta Loma was decimated. “People have no money and their property is destroyed,” wrote the New York Times. “In the neighborhood 100 houses existed; forty are destroyed and about twenty are untenantable.”


Skirvin heroically rode out the storm in the Galveston railroad depot. “His family was away at the time but he was there and assisted in the rescue work of people who, but for his efforts, might have been victims of that flood,” according to Chronicles of Oklahoma. “On several occasions in this effort he all but lost his life. The home in which he lived was washed off its foundations.”


Hattie and the children returned to the area just as a plague of mosquitoes caused an outbreak of dengue fever. The seriously ill Hattie spent weeks in the local hospital and then went to the Battle Creek, Michigan, sanatorium run by cereal pioneer John Harvey Kellogg. She recovered, but her health remained fragile.


Faced with the devastation of his real estate empire, William Skirvin searched for a new source of income. When persistent drillers at the Spindletop field, near Beaumont, hit the jackpot on January 10, 1901, with an oil well that shuddered high into the sky, Skirvin raced to the rural area, a hundred miles away.


“Within twenty-four hours after that fact had set Texas wild with speculative fever, Skirvin was on the ground buying everything he could buy—on twenty four hours credit,” according to the Wichita Weekly Eagle. “From a sleepy country village of five thousand people, Beaumont grew to a population of thirty thousand hustling, hurrying plungers in days: Skirvin got in and got in without a dollar. He hurried back to Galveston, got friends out from under their loads of grief and trouble and by sheer enthusiasm got the money to make good on his trades.”


The money did indeed roll in for the Skirvin family, as Irving Berlin wrote in Call Me Madam. How much money William Skirvin was worth—at any point in his life—is impossible to ascertain since his dealings were private and complex. But he had enough to indulge in the finer things in life and was referred to as a millionaire at a time when a million dollars was serious money.


Eighteen years old at the time and fascinated by her father’s tales of derring-do, Pearl might have been trained to run his business ventures had it been a different era. But her parents retained traditional values, and her younger brother O.W. was deputized for that role. Instead Pearl followed a timeworn female path—she was drawn to romantic involvements with men resembling her father.


“I was always fascinated by older men. They were doing things in the world while the young men my own age were still floundering around,” she wrote in her autobiography. But aware of her father’s infidelities, she was in no rush to tie the knot. Independent, with the kind of confidence that comes with family money, she was willing to chart her own course.


IN THE YEARS following the Oklahoma land rush, the state’s population soared. In 1906, the Senate approved steps to allow Oklahoma to become the forty-sixth state. William Skirvin promptly relocated with his family to Oklahoma City, chasing new riches. He established the American Oil and Refining Company, selling shares to finance exploration on leased land, and began buying up city real estate.


The Skirvins moved into a redbrick home with eleven rooms, adorned with stained-glass windows and a wraparound porch, at 700 Northwest 16th Street. The upscale neighborhood had wide streets and ample lawns. The Skirvin property, on a large corner lot, included a stable. Pearl cared for her horse, Rex; brother O.W. tended to monkeys, hound dogs, and even raccoons; while Marguerite coddled her poodles. (The handsome house is still standing, and the neighborhood has been renamed Mesta Park, in honor of the most famous resident.)


“It was a little country town,” Pearl reminisced years later to the Oklahoma Historical Society. “I used to ride horseback all over the city.” She embraced Oklahoma as if she was a native daughter. For the rest of her life, she rarely mentioned her Texas upbringing and even told people she spent her childhood in Oklahoma, although she was twenty-four when she moved to the state. She felt her life truly began in the Sooner State. But she didn’t initially stay long.


With aspirations for a career as an opera singer, she took the train to Chicago in 1907 to attend the Sherwood Music School. Founded in 1897 by pianist William Sherwood, the school offered classes in music theory, piano, vocal technique and interpretation. The school catalog promised that graduates would be “fully capable of teaching others.”


The mezzo-soprano realized that she didn’t have the talent to be an opera singer but still hoped for a performing career. She auditioned for John Philip Sousa’s traveling band as a vocalist and told friends she won the position but turned it down. Her mother’s health was iffy, and her parents wanted her home. In 1907, the Oklahoma City directory listed Pearl R. Skirvin as a music teacher.


She was regularly featured in the Oklahoma City Daily society columns. “She was attractive, a splendid dresser,” Oscar Dietz, the head of a wholesale grocery house, recalled. “She was dominating but definitely took the lead in activities.” An accomplished bridge player, Pearl joined friends at the Mistletoe Dancing Club, the ten-cent silent movies, and the races at Delmar Gardens. Pearl often sang at friends’ weddings with renditions of such songs as “I Love You Truly.”


Oklahoma dressmaker Josephine Rue got to know her during this period. “Pearl is very emotional, tender hearted, and kind,” the dressmaker recalled. “She is lavish with big things, close with small things. She loves parties and talking; she likes men better than women. She is a good bridge player but would rather talk to men than play bridge with women.”


Beneath her cheerful façade, Pearl worried constantly about her mother. When Hattie Skirvin came down with the flu and pneumonia, Pearl stayed by her side. Her mother told her, “It doesn’t look as I’m going to be here much longer, dear. When I go, I want you to look after Marguerite and William and your father.” After a two-week illness, Hattie died on March 13, 1908. Pearl tried so hard to follow her mother’s request that after a while, family members began to affectionately refer to her as “the general” for ordering them around.


William Skirvin distracted himself from grief by pouring his energies into work, focusing on his real estate ventures. A year later, a buyer offered to buy his property near the Rock Island Depot. After learning that the purchasers planned to build a hotel there, Skirvin quashed the deal and seized on the idea as his own.


He had never built a major structure before, but he had big plans. Skirvin wanted his hotel to be the center of Oklahoma City’s business and cultural life and to attract politicians, business travelers, and local couples for romantic evenings. The modest initial design turned into a towering ten stories with a convention ballroom and banquet hall, costing more than $500,000, roughly $13 million today.


With construction underway, he sent his youngest daughter Marguerite to an exclusive boarding school, the National Park Seminary in suburban Washington, DC. Unbeknownst to her father, Marguerite had set her sights on becoming an actress. “She was the leading spirit in all the playlets given at the school and penned a few vaudeville sketches,” according to the Washington Post. Marguerite convinced her father to let her to transfer to Miss Gardner’s School for Girls in New York City, under the ruse of stronger Greek and Latin departments. The real draw: taking drama classes at the American Academy of Dramatic Arts. The move to Manhattan proved to be a turning point, in many ways.


Skirvin hired a chaperone, Nan Wickersham, to keep an eye on his daughter. When Marguerite contracted a lingering case of pneumonia, Wickersham suggested an unconventional remedy. “The chaperone suggested why not go to a Christian Scientist practitioner and see if she could heal her,” according to Marguerite’s daughter Betty Ellis, in an unpublished memoir. “Mother did get well and was so impressed with Christian Science that she decided to become one.”


Founded by New England widow and divorcée Mary Baker Eddy, by the time Eddy died in 1910, the Christian Science church was estimated to have more than 300,000 worshippers. The religion’s central premise: with belief in God and one’s own mental power, prayer can cure sickness and sin. Rather than consult a doctor, members are encouraged to bring in a Christian Science practitioner to lead them in prayer.


Pearl eventually embraced the religion, too. An optimist by nature, the positive-thinking aspects of Christian Science were a good fit with her personality. “It’s very important to mention what a big role that Christian Science played in Aunt Pearl’s life,” says Linda Picasso, Pearl’s great-niece. “She never drank any alcohol, even though she served it at all her parties. Whenever she was sick, she would always call a practitioner to pray for her, rather than go to a doctor.”


AFTER GRADUATING FROM high school in June 1911, Marguerite turned up at the office of Manhattan theatrical producer Henry Savage. She was pretty and bold enough to land an interview. The producer inquired, “What experience have you had?” Her cheeky reply: “I played a maid’s part in stock in Oklahoma City.” Marguerite wasn’t entirely lying—she had occasionally cleaned her room at home. Acing a follow-up audition, Marguerite landed the ingénue role in a long-running Broadway comedy, Rupert Hughes’s Excuse Me.


Only after signing the contract did she tell her father. He sent her a telegram: “Cut it out.” But after father and daughter met in New York, he agreed to let her pursue the bright lights, with one caveat. Skirvin told reporters that his daughter would require a chaperone, and he had just the right person in mind: “Miss Skirvin’s sister should always travel with her, for the expense of which there is money from home.”


This was not the future Pearl envisioned: watching from the wings as Marguerite took center stage. Her feelings about the situation can be intuited by the fact that Pearl never acknowledged the four years she spent as Marguerite’s traveling aide. Her reward at that time was to be treated dismissively in newspaper items as her sister’s also-ran. In her 1960 autobiography, Pearl erased this entire experience as if it never happened.


Young Marguerite blazed a bright path. The story of the rebellious society girl–turned–actress made national headlines: “Success as Actress… Braves her Father’s Wrath,” wrote the Washington Evening Star. Marguerite performed in plays in Philadelphia; Bridgeport, Connecticut; Kansas City; and Memphis, with Pearl by her side.


In the meantime, their father completed his Oklahoma City edifice in September 1911. Leading with his ego, he named the 225-room hotel after himself: the Skirvin. Even a century later, the lobby is stunning, with high ceilings, Murano glass chandeliers, and nine Gothic-style wood-paneled pillars topped with carved gargoyle likenesses of Dionysus, the God of winemaking. That was Skirvin’s personal joke, since Oklahoma was a dry state. The 1907 constitution banned the sale of alcohol for twenty-one years, unless it was sold for medicinal purposes. The accommodating owner and staff were happy to supply hotel guests with “medicine.”


Skirvin hired a bookkeeper from Muskogee, Mabel Luty, who became his most trusted employee. Harlow’s Weekly credited her with many of William Skirvin’s successes: “Happily for him, Miss Luty has the inherent gift of handling details and of operating people. She is who executes his plans and dreams.” Luty would work for him for three decades.


In between their travels for theater gigs, the Skirvin sisters joined their father and brother at the Skirvin Hotel in a five-room suite. For Pearl, people watching in the lobby became a source of education and entertainment. Her Republican father donated a suite as headquarters for the local GOP. Pearl recalled, “I got my first interest in politics from eavesdropping on the lobby conversations.”


She was curious about how the hotel’s operations worked. Native Americans were welcomed as guests. Black people were hired to work at the hotel, but by state law, they couldn’t rent rooms. The Oklahoma legislature mandated segregation in housing, train waiting rooms, hospitals, restaurants, and cemeteries—even public pay phone booths.


Pearl chatted up the hotel staff about working conditions and tried to sweet-talk her father on their behalf. As she later recalled, “My father used to say, ‘Sometimes I hate to see you coming, you’re always stirring up the help.’”


LIKE MANY SELF-MADE wealthy men of the era, William Skirvin wanted to give his children cultural polish, so he sent his daughters to Paris in 1913. Marguerite took a break from acting while the sisters spent four months studying voice and French. This was the Belle Époque, the last gasp of the Art Nouveau movement: the stunning Galeries-Lafayette store had just opened, and the Paris Opera featured daring new work. Pearl and Marguerite became enamored of all things French—couture clothing, antique furniture, china, and silver. When it came time to decorate their own homes, only Louis XIV and pedigreed antiques would do.


When their boat, the Mauretania, docked in New York, Marguerite insisted to reporters that she had been hard at work. “I can assure you it was no holiday,” Marguerite said. “I have been using every minute of my time from 8:30 in the morning until 9 or 10 every night in fitting myself for the most difficult roles in musical comedy.”


With Pearl by her side, Marguerite toured the country in The Fascinating Widow, a controversial song-and-dance show with stops in Tulane, New Orleans, Kansas City, Memphis, Muskogee, Milwaukee, Oklahoma City, and San Francisco. The show starred female impersonator Julian Eltinge. (“Once over the initial unpleasantness of the idea of female impersonation…” the New York Times wrote, “He looks remarkably well in women’s togs.”) Marguerite played an ingénue whose mother dislikes her suitor—Eltinge—so he dresses in drag as a “widow” to secretly court her.


Marguerite made the leap into silent movies in 1914, playing the love of an American adventurer in The Port of Missing Men. Marguerite’s assumption that acting in a movie would be easy was “rudely shattered after my first scene,” she told a reporter. “I was taken to Jay Gould’s estate in Lakewood, N.J. and told to dress in an evening gown of light material. The scene was supposed to be in the summer and with a basket on my arm and a pair of shears I strolled out through a garden clipping flowers while a cold raging wind howled as only wind can howl in New Jersey and in the month of February.”


Her next silent film—Aristocracy, with co-star Tyrone Power Sr.—turned Marguerite into a national star. Reviewers praised her as “a ravishing beauty and a clever actress,” and fan magazines requested her beauty tips. Columnists quoted Marguerite’s witty remarks, such as “The height of chivalry is the act of a man who remembers a girl’s birthday but forgets her age.”


Her hometown paper, the Daily Oklahoman, proudly noted that Marguerite, “who has enjoyed one of the most meteoric theatrical careers which ever startled Broadway, has risen in two years from an Unknown Oklahoma girl to leading lady in some of the biggest productions.”


When Marguerite announced plans to return to Broadway in the play Rolling Stone in 1915, Town and Country ran a full-page photo. Dressed in an elaborate costume with a fur collar, she lowered her eyes demurely, giving a sweet but knowing smile.


Now that Marguerite was a twenty-two-year-old adult with a successful career, Pearl decided it was time to break up the sister act. After traveling all over the country, she rejected the idea of returning to provincial Oklahoma and informed her father that she planned to move to Manhattan. Grateful for her lengthy chaperone duty, he gave his blessing.
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The Man of Steel: George Mesta


Arriving in Manhattan in 1915, Pearl moved into the sumptuous Park Avenue residence of her great-aunt, wealthy widow Florence Wellis. Her father promised to provide her with an ample allowance: Oklahoma gossip put it at $36,000 (nearly $1 million today) plus a Pierce-Arrow car. Now she could be a lady of leisure. And, at age thirty-three, perhaps find a husband.


She attended the opera, dated, and dabbled, and then one night, fate intervened. A family friend fixed Pearl up with Pittsburgh businessman George Mesta over a group dinner at the Waldorf Astoria Hotel. Clean-cut, well-dressed, and twenty years Pearl’s senior, the attractive bachelor made a good impression.


After walking her home that night, he invited her out the very next evening, suggesting dinner at the Ritz Hotel followed by a nightclub. She came up with a less expensive outing, and they ate at the inexpensive Schrafft’s and took a carriage ride in Central Park. “When we were introduced, he didn’t know I had money and I didn’t know he had,” she later reminisced. The next day, Pearl was informed that George was worth more than $15 million (upward of $500 million today) and could afford a night on the town.


George Mesta had come from humble origins. “He was truly a self-made man,” Pearl recalled with admiration. One of eight children, he was born on a Pennsylvania farm in 1862 to Italian immigrant parents; his father was a machinist. After excelling in engineering at the Western University of Pittsburgh, he landed a job designing engines and mill machinery. In 1886 he launched his own company and turned it into a manufacturing behemoth, Mesta Machine Company.


His sprawling factory, employing nearly three thousand people, produced everything from ship propeller shafts to power plant turbines. Mesta treated employees well enough to fend off unionization, avoiding the union-busting fights at Andrew Carnegie’s nearby Pittsburgh Homestead Steel Works, where seven died in an 1892 battle.


“I remember he was a very peculiar sort of fellow,” recalled Pittsburgh reporter Joe Arthur. “Didn’t take much part in society, golf, or that sort of stuff. He was always tending to business.” Mesta, a Republican, had an open checkbook when it came to Homestead, the suburb where his plant was located. “He always helped out on everything.”


Despite his Italian background, he was invited to join Pittsburgh’s elite establishments—the Duquesne Club, the University Club, the Oakmont Country Club, and the Pittsburgh Athletic Association. Never married, he was considered a prime catch.


But George Mesta went through a traumatic period right before he met Pearl. His eighty-one-year-old widowed mother Anna died in January 1915. In March, he faced a reputation-destroying scandal. He was having an affair with married socialite Elizabeth Kintner, and they were caught by her spouse, Westinghouse executive Samuel Kintner. As one newspaper described the scene, “The aggrieved husband, with a revolver in his hand, surprised his wife and her companion, both were garbed in much less than decorum demanded.” In September 1915, Elizabeth Kintner committed suicide by swallowing poison.


Pearl eventually learned about the scandal and delicately acknowledged in her autobiography that George “left some smoldering romantic trails behind him.” But he had left those trails behind in Pittsburgh; New York City offered a clean slate.


Smart and worldly, George was a man of achievement—like Pearl’s father—and appreciated her independent spirit. Financially secure, Pearl was opinionated and self-confident and did not see herself as a wilting flower awaiting a male savior. George knew nothing of Pearl’s life in Oklahoma City, and she knew nothing about Pittsburgh.


With World War I raging in Europe, and American manufacturers getting rich filling foreign orders for weapons, George was transforming his plant to make war supplies. He called Pearl once or twice a week from Pittsburgh and, when in New York, took her to the opera, to the theater, and dancing. But the fifty-three-year-old lifelong bachelor wasn’t in a rush to take this relationship to another level.


DURING THIS PERIOD Pearl frequently spent time with Marguerite, who had rented an apartment on Riverside Drive. The sisters made a new friend, Ann Snyder, a beautiful saleswoman at a Fifth Avenue jewelry store. The unmarried Snyder had two teenage children, David and Clare, from a relationship with traveling piano salesman William Boothe. When Ann lost her jewelry sales job, she was reduced to penury, and there were rumors that she temporarily became a call girl.


Marguerite visited her Upper West Side apartment and was appalled to see precocious thirteen-year-old Clare sleeping in a tiny room off the kitchen that was infested with mice and bugs. Ann Snyder’s life improved dramatically after she married a successful physician.


Her daughter would grow up to be one of the most influential and controversial women of the twentieth century, admired and reviled—the talented and hungrily ambitious playwright-congresswoman-diplomat Clare Boothe Luce. She would become one of Pearl’s lifelong friends.


Four decades later, syndicated columnist Westbrook Pegler interviewed the Skirvin sisters about Clare. He wrote: “Perle and Marguerite sketched a girlhood in conditions so unappetizing that Marguerite admitted, ‘I can’t ever blame Clare for anything she does.’”


GEORGE MESTA CONTINUED to shower Pearl with orchids while avoiding any hint of a commitment beyond paying his florist bills. Pearl was in love and wanted to spend the rest of her life by his side. After hearing rumors of George’s impending marriage to a Pittsburgh woman, she confronted him. Mesta insisted he wanted to marry Pearl and to prove his commitment, gave her a fifteen-carat sparkler. Years later, she compared her jewelry with baubles worn by Elizabeth Taylor, bragging, “My engagement ring was as big as Mrs. Richard Burton’s diamonds.”


In Pearl’s engagement photo in the Daily Oklahoman, her hair is piled stylishly high and she looks directly at the camera with a serene expression. The caption, apparently referring to her vocal talents, stated: “She is a young woman of many accomplishments and a charming personality, whose happy disposition has made for her a wide circle of friends.”


None of these friends were invited to the wedding. Pearl had always dreamed of a church ceremony and big reception, but George, stung by his prior notoriety, insisted on a modest gathering. The wedding occurred at Marguerite’s New York apartment on February 12, 1917. Reverend Malcolm McLeod, of the Presbyterian Church of Fifth Avenue, performed the ceremony to the tune of a single violinist. Marguerite was her sister’s maid of honor, her younger brother O.W. served as best man, and Pearl’s father and great-aunt Florence were witnesses. The newlyweds honeymooned in Havana, Palm Beach, and Oklahoma City.


All marriages require partners to adjust, but Pearl was unprepared for just how much she would need to adjust to West Homestead, Pennsylvania, an industrial outpost nine miles from downtown Pittsburgh. Her husband owned a ten-thousand-square-foot 1880s mansion on the bank of the Monongahela River. But the view from the picture windows was hardly scenic: the Mesta Machine Company, with manufacturing buildings on twenty acres, spewed smoke and grit into the sky.


George Mesta employed a personal staff of dour German immigrants, including a dictatorial housekeeper who ignored Pearl’s suggestions. Accustomed to VIP treatment at the Skirvin Hotel, Pearl was frustrated that she didn’t control the menu or schedule in her own home.


She turned her attention to developing a social life, but George was still a pariah because of his earlier scandal. Her Texas-Oklahoma drawl and ignorance of the inbred rituals of the local aristocracy did not endear her to Pittsburgh’s upper crust, and Pearl found herself shunned. The ostracism meant Pearl spent long hours at home playing the piano and practicing her singing while waiting for her husband, who put in ten-hour days. She found no solace in reading—it bored her—and bought a horse and took lonely rides. She gave family dinners for George’s siblings, where shoptalk was unavoidable since his brothers, Frederick and Charles, worked at the company.


Pearl joined George on weekend visits to the Mesta plant, where she gazed at the flaming furnaces as he lectured her about his business. “From the very first days of our marriage my husband used to take me every Sunday on the tour of his steel mills,” Pearl recalled. “We talked steel at breakfast, luncheon and dinner. He wanted me to know the subject from the ground up.” This was the workaholic George’s way of including Pearl in his life.


Aware that his new wife was struggling, after celebrating their first Christmas, George took Pearl to Manhattan, where he gave a surprise thirty-person New Year’s Eve party. “My husband engaged a small orchestra to play show tunes, waltzes and fox-trots,” she wrote years later in McCall’s magazine. “I wore an ivory satin gown… Outside, it was cold and blowy, as only New York can be. But in that room there were only warmth and beauty, for I was young, happy and indulged.”


WITH AMERICA ON the verge of entering World War I, the Mesta Machine Company was gearing up to supply the government with naval gun barrels, engines, and war machinery. A month after the US declared war against Germany in 1917, George Mesta was summoned to Washington, DC, by President Woodrow Wilson to consult with the government’s steel committee. Pearl joined him.


George Mesta received an unexpected request from Samuel Gompers, head of the American Federation of Labor, to serve on a labor-management committee. Mesta was anti-union, but Pearl convinced her husband to say yes. She made a patriotic pitch but likely had an ulterior motive—George would need to spend ample time in Washington.


Pearl reveled in their suite at one of the city’s finest lodgings, the Willard Hotel. With marble pillars and an enormous lobby with gilded high ceilings, the Willard served as home away from home for senators, congressmen, and government officials. Top-floor rooms featured views of the Washington Monument and gleaming Capitol dome.


The outgoing Pearl, hungry for new friends, reached out to her hotel neighbors, Vice President Thomas Marshall and his wife Lois. The Mestas treated them to dinners; the Marshalls reciprocated with introductions to their social circle, including the fabulously wealthy Carrie Walsh, widow of Thomas Walsh, an Irish immigrant who struck gold in Colorado. Pearl and George were soon regulars at Mrs. Walsh’s afternoon dances at her vast sixty-room Art Nouveau mansion. The widow’s daughter Evalyn, married to Washington Post heir Edward “Ned” McLean, included these newcomers in her parties as well. The Mestas had entrée, but Pearl had much to learn.


Washington society operated on a distinct hierarchy. At the top rung were the “cave dwellers,” the nickname for the old-line wealthy families who had resided in the city for several generations. Next came the fabulously wealthy robber barons along with the lesser nouveau riche like the Mestas, all capable of entertaining with aplomb. At the bottom were the influential insiders—elected politicians and government officials, newcomers who had power but struggled on federal paychecks.


More than virtually any other American city, Washington ran on a twenty-four-hour work cycle. Days might be spent at a government office, but nights were about jostling to get into the right rooms and meet the right people. Outsiders were not drawn to this sweltering swampy city for gracious living; they came to move up in the world or push for a favorite cause. Befriend an important politician or a lobbyist dangling lucrative deals, and a life’s trajectory could change. If someone didn’t return a call during 9-to-5 hours, there was an excellent chance that one could “accidentally” run into them at night, if one moved in the right circles. The word networking had not yet been invented, but that’s what Washington has always been about.


There was a money-power imbalance within these social rankings. That was certainly true for Vice President Marshall and his wife Lois, who worried constantly about money. When Lois Marshall jealously admired the deluxe décor of the Mestas’ Willard suite, Pearl had one of those wake-up moments, realizing that George Mesta’s fortune could give them an edge in Washington.


She convinced George to take boxes at charity balls and concerts, inviting government officials who otherwise could not afford to attend. She threw debutante parties for the daughters of the city’s powerful but underfunded government elite. She invited foreign attachés to add an exotic air to her gatherings.


In this era, women had minimal official sway in Washington. Suffragettes demonstrated regularly in front of the White House and were roughed up and arrested for their efforts to press for women’s right to vote. Congress had a single female member, Montana’s Jeannette Rankin, a Republican suffragette and antiwar pacifist elected to the House in 1916. No woman had ever been appointed as a Cabinet member or ambassador. But women could weaponize the traditional hostess role in order to be quietly influential.


With an anthropologist’s intensity, Pearl studied the rhythms of Washington social life, such as formal calling days. On Mondays, the wives of Supreme Court justices held open houses; on Tuesdays, congressional wives did the honors; Wednesdays were the designated day for Cabinet wives and the vice president’s wife; on Thursdays, the Senate wives had their moment; and on Fridays, the diplomatic circle opened their homes. Pearl ordered her own engraved cards and made the rounds.


The Associated Press spelled out the pecking order in a tongue-in-cheek feature. “The busiest callers in the world are Washington society people right now,” the AP stated. “There is little time left for the official or the ‘professional’ caller to do anything but call.” It was considered charitable to call at the homes of the “has beens,” those women whose husbands were now out of power.


There were rigid rules governing Washington dinners. Hostesses were obsessed with protocol, ranking guests by their importance and seating them accordingly. Should the British ambassador, a powerful senator, or a White House official be at the head of the table? The pecking order was unspoken; one was supposed to know. It wasn’t until 1930 that the well-connected Helen Ray Hagner created the indispensable Green Book, a social bible that listed the city’s elite by name and background and precisely spelled out who should sit where—with rankings changing yearly.


With a wealthy husband and the blessing of the vice president’s wife, Pearl became what she called “a somebody.” Supreme Court justice William Rufus Day and interstate commerce commissioner Charles McChord and their wives became regulars at the Mestas’ events. The couple joined the Congressional Country Club, the Chevy Chase Club, and the Pennsylvania Society.


Pearl was not yet trying to compete with Washington’s storied hostesses, such as Alice Roosevelt Longworth, daughter of President Theodore Roosevelt and wife of House Speaker Nicholas Longworth, known for her intellectual salon. Pearl didn’t own a grand home staffed with servants, she didn’t give big parties, and she wasn’t trying to press a political agenda. But she liked being adjacent to power and useful to George by socializing with politicians.


Pearl learned from older and bolder women such as real estate developer Mary Henderson, widow of Missouri senator John Henderson. After moving to the capital in 1889, the couple accumulated large parcels of Washington land. Widowed in 1913, Mary Henderson built vast mansions that became Embassy Row. Pearl and George attended her frequent dinners.


“It was at these parties that I began to understand how a Washington hostess could be a factor in politics by having the right people at the right time,” Pearl wrote in her autobiography. “To the eye she was just a dainty-blue-eyed white-haired completely feminine person, but back of all this gracious appearance was a dominating powerful woman.”


As much as Pearl relished her new Washington life, she had other aspirations at the time—to become a mother. “Oh, how I wanted children, but I just couldn’t,” she sadly recalled. After Vice President Marshall and his wife adopted a son, the Mestas discussed following suit. But George demurred, thinking they might still conceive.


DURING FREQUENT TRIPS back to Pittsburgh, Pearl tried to get to know her husband’s employees. After giving a Christmas party for the children and wives of foremen and subforemen, and hearing the women’s concerns, she successfully pressed George to improve medical care on site and provide paid time off for teenage apprentices to finish school. “A wife should be a challenge—don’t you think?” Pearl later said of her marriage. “A man could get bored.”


Her husband eventually became fed up with her do-gooder efforts at his factory and asked her to step back, and she mostly deferred to his wishes. “George was older than I was and strictly an Italian husband,” she reminisced. “He would give me jewels and lovely clothes and beautiful homes, but I was supposed to stay there and be there when he came home.”


In the fall of 1918, influenza swept the nation. In Pittsburgh, the first case was diagnosed on October 1; by February more than twenty-five thousand people in the city had the flu. Smoke pollution produced by the steel mills—including the Mesta Machine Company—exacerbated the situation. Washington was hit hard, too, with more than 33,700 people ill and nearly 3,000 deaths; work and social life came to a standstill.


George and Pearl spent the worst of the pandemic in Pittsburgh, returning to Washington in February 1919. The city had become a different place in the wake of Germany’s surrender several months earlier. With George’s role as a wartime government adviser over, he no longer needed to be in the city on a regular basis.


Flush with war profits, he decided to build a new mansion in Pittsburgh, despite Pearl’s entreaties to make Washington their home. In July 1919, George bought a large plot in the exclusive Squirrel Hill neighborhood and authorized a design for a massive white stone mansion with thirty-two rooms, fifteen bathrooms, and an elevator. But the builders did not start work for several years, and the couple remained on the move.


For George, the armistice opened up business opportunities in Europe. In his 1919 passport photo, he looked dashing in evening attire, with a black bowtie and stiff high-collared white shirt. Pearl’s new passport listed her birth date as 1888, knocking off six years from the actual date. The couple sailed to England and spent months visiting France, Holland, Belgium, Italy, and Switzerland. Pearl would later recall this as one of the more blissful times of her marriage, dancing cheek-to-cheek on transatlantic voyages and exploring the great capitals together.


While Pearl was traveling the world, Marguerite’s career continued to thrive. She starred in six silent movies, sharing billing with Lionel Barrymore in The Upheaval. But now that she was in her late twenties, she was contemplating her future, drawn to marriage and motherhood. In 1920, Marguerite became engaged to Robert Adams, scion of a wealthy Connecticut textile manufacturer.


The couple met at a dinner given by cereal heiress Marjorie Merriweather Post Hutton, also a Christian Scientist, at her Fifth Avenue triplex. “Fate took a real turn that night,” wrote Marguerite’s daughter Betty Ellis. “Mother captivated my father immediately with her lively, engaging personality and quick wit. Mother’s career shortly went right out the window… and when he proposed to her over afternoon tea at the Plaza Hotel, she quickly said yes.”


Robert Adams, who worked for his father, had recently gone through a bruising divorce. According to an article in the March 1919 Reno Evening Gazette, his soon-to-be ex-wife charged him with striking her, claiming he became so angry when she allowed the dog to sleep on their bed that he “threw the canine across the room with considerable force.”


On March 15, 1920, Marguerite and Robert Adams were married in his parents’ Park Avenue apartment. The sisters now had one more thing in common: Pearl had married a man with a tainted past; Marguerite had fallen for a husband accused of bad behavior. Mimicking Pearl’s small wedding, only family members witnessed Marguerite’s ceremony.


And that was the end of Marguerite’s career as an actress. The toast of Broadway and Hollywood, she walked away from it all. Whether this is what she wanted—or what her husband demanded—Marguerite never complained or looked back. She embraced the role of wealthy wife (Fifth Avenue apartment, Greenwich weekend home) and eventually mother (of three children). She channeled her theatrical background—all those stage sets—into a passion for decorating. The sisters changed places on the seesaw of life: Marguerite became invisible just as Pearl was becoming prominent.


George Mesta traveled constantly to Europe, racking up twenty-two overseas trips, bringing along his wife. In France, people sometimes misspelled her name as Perle. The spelling seemed cosmopolitan, so on a whim she began to occasionally sign her correspondence that way, but mostly she retained her given name.


The Mestas celebrated the inauguration of President Warren Harding in 1921 by taking a box at the Charity Ball at the Willard. They kept their apartment at the hotel, and soon welcomed new neighbors, Vice President Calvin Coolidge and his wife Grace whose suite was right below theirs. Pearl made an effort to make them feel at home. She gave a lunch to introduce Grace Coolidge to spouses of Supreme Court justices and senators; the Mestas followed up with a formal dinner for the Coolidges.


Pearl thought her husband had much in common with the laconic Coolidge, later writing in McCall’s that both men “spoke little unless pulled into the conversation by lively, spontaneous talk that really interested them… I got on famously with Calvin. And George found Grace fascinating. So did I.”


After President Harding died of a heart attack in August 1923, the Mestas’ Willard neighbor was sworn in as president. Once the Coolidges began entertaining at the White House, Pearl and George made the list.


Pearl was a Republican, but she was not locked into a particular ideology. In the 1920s—and, in fact, for most of her lifetime—both political parties were sprawling big-tent coalitions lacking the ideological cohesion of today’s parties. The Democrats were an oddball mix of left-wing crusaders, big-city political machines, and Southern segregationists. The Republicans combined small-town conservatives with urban, often patrician, liberal reformers opposed to machine politics.


When George donated $100,000 to Coolidge for the 1924 election cycle, Pearl winced at the high sum, recalling that she “listened through the keyhole of small rooms” while he swapped cash and favors with Republican fundraisers. Pearl liked to challenge her conservative husband by taking the side of the working class. “He named me ‘Little Rebel’ because I was so far out. Some of the worst fights we ever had were over politics,” she recalled. “I’d get so mad I’d have to leave the dinner table.” But she always returned.


In the summer of 1924, the couple spent several months in Europe. At the suggestion of George’s doctor, who was concerned about his heart, they relaxed for several weeks at a spa in Germany.


Returning to Washington in March 1925, they celebrated Coolidge’s inauguration by giving a series of teas and small dinners. George liked to show off his wealth; one night he took a look at floral arrangements his wife ordered and insisted on additional colorful bouquets. Their new Pittsburgh home was almost done, and in anticipation, George spent thousands of dollars on trees and shrubs.


On April 16, the couple traveled to New York, marking nearly a decade since their initial Manhattan rendezvous. At the last minute, George’s work dinner on April 22 was canceled, and the couple celebrated with a romantic dinner at their hotel, the Ritz-Carlton, followed by a night at the theater.


At 3 a.m., Pearl woke up and saw George sitting up in bed, complaining he didn’t feel well. He walked into the bathroom; a few minutes later, she heard a loud crash. Racing in, she found George on the floor, unconscious. By the time the doctor arrived, sixty-three-year-old George was dead from an apparent heart attack.
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Starting Over


Pearl had anchored her life to George’s priorities—his travels, his business, his needs—and now she was adrift. Upon returning Pittsburgh for his funeral, she was immediately faced with daunting life choices. Who was she without George? How would she spend her time? Where to live? And then there was the question of money. Pearl had never learned to balance a checkbook. Now she didn’t know how much money she had.


In his will, George gave the bulk of his multimillion-dollar estate to Pearl and his brother Frederick Mesta. But when Pearl dug into the provisions, she discovered glaring problems. George had put 7,715 shares of Mesta stock in a trust for Pearl, making her the company’s largest stockholder. But she could not sell any of it. She would receive the trust’s income for as long as she lived. After her death, the stock would revert to his family members.


For Pearl, this situation was unacceptable. It would mean living on dribs and drabs of unpredictable interest income that depended on the company’s fortunes. George had created a disconcerting scenario in which Pearl was worth more dead than alive to her husband’s family.


In her first major decision as a widow, she defied George’s wishes in order to take control of her financial destiny. Pearl told her lawyer to insist on a different legal option, requesting half the estate immediately, equal to several million dollars’ worth of stock. Pearl was giving up future riches for independence now. Under this ploy, George’s relatives would receive their stock bequests immediately, so they didn’t contest her request.


At age forty-two, Pearl nervously insisted on joining the Mesta board at a time when female board members were a rarity. “I inherited 90 percent of his investment in the company,” she later explained, “and I wanted to know what was happening to my money. I did it with fear and trembling because I felt it was my duty.”


Although George had tutored Pearl on the steel industry, she was unfamiliar with technical innovations and the intricacies of operating his plants. She attended board meetings in Pittsburgh for nearly a decade but left the decision-making up to company executives.


She put her newly built Pittsburgh home, where she had never lived, on the market. (It took two years to sell.) Washington was a place where she and George had been happy, so she decided to give it a try. Since the Willard Hotel held too many memories, she moved to the newly opened Mayflower Hotel on Connecticut Avenue.


She was lonely, discovering as so many new widows do that invitations have a way of drying up. She spent time with women friends and went horseback riding on local paths, but the hours were hard to fill. “I was like a ship without a rudder those first few years,” she would later tell a reporter. Pearl distracted herself by splurging on $10,000 worth of clothes, along with a $20,000 chinchilla cape. All the money in the world wouldn’t bring George back, but spending his riches gave her a lift.


In the fall of 1926, Pearl stumbled into a friendship that would pay dividends for nearly a half century. At the request of her uncle Orrin Shepherd, Pearl gave an engagement party for Helen Eakin, the daughter of a Kansas millionaire, and her fiancé, Milton Eisenhower. Yes, those Eisenhowers. Kansas State University professor Milton had just gone to work for the secretary of agriculture.


“We became great friends, and great friends of his brother, young Major Dwight Eisenhower, and his wife, Mamie, when the young major came to Washington for a tour of duty in the War Department,” Pearl recalled. Ike and Mamie Eisenhower moved to Washington in 1929, spending six years in the city until the Army sent Ike to the Philippines. The couple would affectionately remember Pearl’s warm welcome and dinner invitations, well before D-Day.


RETURNING TO THE passion of her youth, Pearl centered her life on the opera. In Washington, she became an early subscriber to a prestigious concert series at the Mayflower Hotel, “Musical Mornings.” When famed New York Metropolitan Opera soprano Rosa Ponselle dazzled the group with her high C, Pearl was entranced, tracking the singer down in Manhattan.


Rosa was single and besieged by stage-door Johnnys; Pearl was single and rich and she wanted friendship. Pearl had given up her own opera dreams but she could live vicariously. When Rosa performed Vincenzo Bellini’s challenging Norma in November 1927, Pearl gave her an after-party for one hundred guests at the Park Lane Hotel. This was Pearl’s first spare-no-expense extravaganza. The room was decorated with orchids, the staff served caviar and champagne, and guests danced to the beat of society orchestra leader Meyer Davis. Topping off the evening, Pearl hired Broadway musical stars to perform, including Eddie Cantor of Ziegfeld Follies, Marjorie Moss and Georges Fontana from Club Lido, and Zelma O’Neal from Good News. The guests lingered until 6 a.m.


This party marked a radical shift in her entertaining. This was showbiz; this was fun; this was way over the top and very, very expensive. Pearl was going through money so quickly that she sold a chunk of Mesta stock back to the company in 1927 for $503,125 (more than $8.5 million today).


She began commuting to Manhattan so often that she finally rented a suite at the New York’s Barclay Hotel, where yearly rates ranged up to $5,550. Pearl started to date again. She was attracted to Italian men, older men, artistic men, and politicians. With her wealth and effervescent personality, Pearl attracted suitors and became adept at turning down proposals and recognizing fortune hunters.


Pennsylvania congressman Stephen Porter, who had been George Mesta’s friend, was the first to suggest nuptials, but she gently brushed him off. Pearl then caught the eye of General Augusto Villa, a military attaché at the Italian embassy. Walter Winchell, erring in his identification, chortled in a column: “Mrs. George Mesta and the Roumanian minister d’Avilla are making one shadow, both being free, white and more than 21.” That didn’t last, either.


Rosa Ponselle fixed up Pearl with Antonio Scotti, a handsome baritone with the Metropolitan Opera. Born in Naples, eighteen years Pearl’s senior, Scotti was a critic’s favorite, described in the New York Times as “one of the greatest baritones and artists that the current stage has known.” He was also known as a ladies’ man, or as the Times put it, “He was extremely interesting to femininity, and many were the tales told of sentimental relations and engagements broken.”


For Pearl, dating Scotti, a flashy dresser with operatic emotions, was a revelation after the businesslike George Mesta. “Tony was tall, dark and very temperamental,” she wrote in her autobiography. “We used to fight like cats and dogs over every little thing.” Aware of their economic disparity, the opera singer took Pearl to romantic but inexpensive Italian restaurants. Imagine the incongruity of the widow, dripping in diamonds, seated in a joint in Little Italy with a red checked tablecloth and a candle in a Chianti bottle. The unlikely romance petered out. (The bachelor died alone, in poverty, in Naples in 1936.)


Rather than wait for the phone to ring, Pearl summoned guests for dinners and the opera. Like many wealthy widows, she was often escorted by single men euphemistically referred to as “confirmed bachelors.” Pearl never discussed her attitude toward homosexuality, but she was sophisticated enough to be aware that some men desired other men. Her religion, Christian Science, insisted that homosexuality was “a deviation from moral law,” but she was willing to deviate from that dictum. Through the years, some of Pearl’s male guests would either reveal they were gay or be outed as such. That did not bar them from being welcome by Pearl’s side.


PEARL HAD A summer problem. The elite neighborhoods of Washington and Manhattan turned into ghost towns as wealthy residents fled the intolerable heat. Choosing among the playgrounds of the rich, Pearl rented a house in Saratoga Springs in August 1927, the height of racing season.


Ah, Saratoga, the home of healing hot mineral spas where Vanderbilts and Whitneys reigned. Through her opera connections, Pearl was friendly with socially prominent Manhattan banker Richard Wilson, a horse breeder and president of the Saratoga Racing Association, and his wife Marion. Wilson and his siblings were known as “The Marrying Wilsons” due to their Social Register nuptials. His sister Grace was married to Cornelius Vanderbilt III, his brother Orme had married (and divorced) Caroline Astor, and his sister Leila’s husband was the former British ambassador to Washington. To be a friend of the Wilson family opened doors.


Invited to the Wilsons’ Saratoga parties, Pearl enjoyed mingling with the horsey set. At the racetrack, she enthusiastically played the ponies, losing $17,000 (more than $260,000 today) in one year, choosing horses because the names amused her or she knew the owners.


Back in Manhattan that fall, Pearl and Marguerite spent time with Mrs. George Brokaw, the former Clare Boothe. The impoverished waif was now a blond beauty married to a prosperous (albeit alcoholic) lawyer, the inheritor of a family fortune. The couple lived in an enormous Fifth Avenue mansion with their young daughter. The Skirvin sisters became so close to their friend that when Marguerite gave birth to her second child, Harriet Elizabeth Adams, in 1926, she named Clare as godmother.


Pearl and Marguerite joined Clare Brokaw on the New York social rounds—nightclubs, charity balls, beauty salons, and exclusive shops. The sisters would realize a decade later just how closely Clare was paying attention after she skewered society women in her hit Broadway play The Women. As Clare continued her ascent—divorcing Brokaw, marrying Time magazine founder Henry Luce, entering politics—her life would remain closely intertwined with Pearl’s and Marguerite’s lives.


Pearl’s own rise in Manhattan society could be measured by the column inches devoted to her by New York Daily News society writer Nancy Randolph. “Nancy Randolph” was the pen name for the enterprising Inez Callaway Robb, who grew up on a cattle ranch near Boise. Armed with a University of Missouri journalism graduate degree, she began writing her popular Daily News column in 1928. “A society reporter has to be able to laugh or she’ll go nuts over the gyrations of society’s lunatic fringe, its playboys, its glamour girls,” Inez Robb told journalism students. A necessity of the job? “A never-ending supply of clean, white gloves. A clean white glove is the cachet of responsibility in the Four Hundred.”


Inez Robb and Pearl Mesta, two women of the West, recognized that they could help one another, developing a reporter-source relationship that lasted for decades. Robb eventually moved to Washington to write a five-day-a-week column under her own name, Assignment America for Scripps-Howard newspapers. She penned dozens of flattering stories featuring Pearl, stating at one point: “In 20 years of a beautiful friendship, I have never known Perle Mesta to give anything but a blunt answer, honestly arrived at, to any question.”


PEARL HAD NOW spent enough time in Washington that the political had become personal. She knew two rivals seeking the 1928 Republican presidential nomination: Commerce secretary Herbert Hoover and Senate majority leader Charles Curtis of Kansas. Pearl’s reaction to Hoover: “I thought he was a stuffed shirt. He was an engineer, they’re all that way.”


But she admired Curtis, who was so popular in his neighboring state that Oklahomans sometimes referred to him as their “third senator.” The childhood jockey–turned–lawyer was one-quarter Indian, a member of the Kaw Nation through his mother. Curtis favored Prohibition, high protective tariffs, and isolation, but he was also an early champion of women’s rights. The sixty-eight-year-old Curtis, a widower with three children, was a bridge- and poker-playing legislator who liked horse racing. Pearl, a teetotaler as a Christian Scientist, also appreciated bridge, poker, horse racing, and politics.


Tagging along with her father, she attended the 1928 Republican presidential convention in Kansas City. William Skirvin loved these occasions as a venue to ingratiate himself with politicians. “I got my love of politics from my father,” Pearl later recalled. “There never was a campaign too big or too small for him.”


Herbert Hoover won the nomination, choosing Curtis as his vice president. Pearl was flattered when Curtis asked her to court Oklahoma female voters. Organizing volunteers to speak at college campuses, she hosted Curtis and his half sister Dolly Gann when they came to Oklahoma City to campaign.


Hoover and Curtis won in a landslide. Pearl was fond of Charles Curtis, but she was unaware of just how much he liked her until he began to constantly invite her to be his date at official events. Newspapers speculated over whether wedding bells were in store. “No romance,” Pearl later told a reporter when asked about their relationship. “The pitfalls of Washington I’ve always managed to avoid were manholes. But Charles and I were great friends and poker-playing pals.”


Curtis loyally included Pearl at every event in his honor—White House receptions, birthday festivities, parties given for him by foreign dignitaries. He wasn’t interested in remarrying (and never did), but Pearl could be counted on as good company, a woman who wasn’t pushing for more.


Pearl found common ground with First Lady Lou Hoover. “We shared one enthusiasm. I loved riding and she rode each morning with a young White House aide, who often accompanied me in the afternoon. I went to tea several times during the Hoover administration and Mrs. Hoover always fell into talking about horses.”


AFTER SAMPLING THE charms of Saratoga Springs, Pearl decided to try Newport, the aristocratic colony on the Atlantic Ocean. Enormous marble and limestone châteaus perched on the famed Cliff Walk, handsome yachts anchored in the harbor, and elites socialized at the private Bailey’s Beach and the Newport Casino. Summer residents quaintly referred to their spectacular homes as “cottages”; local newspapers referred to the owners as “cottagers” or “colonists.”


With the stock market surging to new highs, the cottagers competed to outdo one another with lavish festivities. Pearl made her first visit to Newport as the guest of Harriet and Arthur Curtiss James, a railroad magnate and yachtsman who had been George Mesta’s friend. Guests were cosseted with every imaginable luxury—the couple had vast flower and vegetable gardens plus their own dairy and smokehouse—but Pearl was bored. “Strangely enough, despite the imagination indicated by the Swiss village and the yacht, the home parties were quite dull,” Pearl wrote later in McCall’s. “Or maybe I simply hadn’t sufficient appreciation for hours of Bach organ music.”


Wondering if she might like the resort better if she wasn’t a houseguest, Pearl convinced Marguerite to rent their own Newport cottage for the summer of 1929. Marguerite had three children by then—Robert, the mature oldest; pretty blond Betty; and family rascal Billy—and her husband commuted to Newport on weekends.


The sisters leased Fair Oak, an estate owned by Orme Wilson. His sister Mrs. Cornelius (Grace) Vanderbilt, Newport’s social leader, graciously issued invitations to the Skirvin sisters to her storied home, The Breakers. They were launched. “Back in Oklahoma and Texas, we always felt that when a newcomer came to town, she should wait until she is invited several places before she began entertaining,” Pearl wrote in McCall’s. “So that is the course I followed in Newport. When I did begin to give parties, I conformed to Newport’s prides and prejudices.”


When the stock market crashed in October 1929, many Newport grandees suffered massive financial losses. Pearl remained unscathed, at least judging by her continued ability to spend money at a breathtaking pace.


She had trusted her father with some of her Mesta millions to invest. At nearly seventy, William Skirvin was still chasing riches in real estate and Oklahoma oil wells. Optimistic even as the country slid into the Depression, he went ahead with plans to build a second hotel across the street from the Skirvin Hotel, the Skirvin Tower, a twenty-six-story, seven hundred-room structure, expected to cost up to $3 million. Pearl provided some of his financial backing.


At a time when many Americans were desperate for a roof over their heads, Pearl was obsessed with landing the right address in three different cities. In Washington, she leased an apartment at 1785 Massachusetts Avenue, a Beaux Arts–style building that housed multimillionaire Treasury secretary Andrew Mellon. In New York, she moved to the Pierre Hotel. In Newport, she joined Marguerite and her husband Robert Adams to rent The Rocks, a timber and granite 1870 Queen Anne mansion with ocean views.


For the nation, 1930 was the year when unemployment rose to record levels, starving people stood for hours in breadlines, and severe drought devastated Southern states, turning the West into the Dust Bowl. There was hardship all around.


For Pearl Mesta, 1930 was the year she became a figure of national prominence, with her name appearing in more than 324 newspaper stories from the Chicago Tribune to the Sioux Falls Argus-Leader to the Knoxville News-Sentinel. Society columnist Cholly Knickerbocker parodied her busy life: “A phone call to Washington brings word that ‘Mrs. Mesta has just departed for Pittsburgh,’ and a telegram dispatched to her in the Western Pennsylvania city is undelivered due to the fact that the always-on-the-go hostess has started for Newport.”


What was so alluring about Pearl? During the Depression, the country hungered for distraction, hence the Hollywood movies featuring plucky Park Avenue heiresses. The newspapers needed a rich, high-spirited party giver to offset life’s daily sorrows, and Pearl fit the role. There was a fascination that a hick from the sticks could make it in America’s most rarefied environments. In this pre-feminist era, she symbolized freedom, a style setter who could do what she wanted without the protection or support of a man. In the five years since George Mesta’s death, she had become a very merry widow.


Everything she did made news. When she gave a dinner for Secretary of War Patrick Jay Hurley with a performance by Metropolitan Opera tenor Edward Johnson, Pearl was lionized for setting a new standard in entertaining. When she attended the Kentucky Derby, the Louisville Courier-Journal praised her fashionable clothes. She began dating Lieutenant Colonel Marco Pennaroli, an aide to the king of Italy and a military attaché at the Italian embassy.


In April, she gave a party at the Mayflower Hotel for Vice President Curtis and his half sister Dolly Gann. For Washington hostesses, these festive gatherings had become a social minefield due to the war between Dolly Gann and the formidable Alice Roosevelt Longworth. As Time described the feud, both women felt they should have the most prominent place at any dinner and became irate if one was favored over the other. This was such a sticky matter that Vice President Curtis brought it up with Secretary of State Henry Stimson, who talked it over with President Hoover. The decision was kicked to the diplomatic corps, which met at the British embassy and voted in favor of Dolly for the most prestigious seat.


In a bizarre way, this feud demonstrated the importance of hostesses in Washington society: the leader of the free world, in the midst of the worst economic crisis in America’s history, spent time on this vital issue.


The vice president accepted Pearl’s invitation to visit her Rhode Island cottage. “I always thought he came to Newport to help break down the social barriers,” she later reminisced. “They couldn’t very well ignore the Vice President of the United States, even if he was part Indian.”


Photographs from the weekend show the dapper vice president, with his bushy white mustache, in a jacket, white shirt, and striped tie, flanked by Marguerite, glowing in a fur-trimmed coat, and Pearl, wearing a large-brimmed hat and giving a satisfied smile. Arriving in Newport on August 15, Curtis attended a reception at city hall, was whisked to a tea, and served as guest of honor at Pearl’s party for fifty people. Late that night, the two of them unwound by playing poker.


Pearl’s next attention-getting effort was writing an essay for the magazine The Spur, urging government funding for the arts. She was ahead of her time; it wasn’t until 1965 that President Lyndon Johnson created the National Endowment for the Arts. In “The Most Romantic of Arts,” published on October 1, 1930, she described seeing the opera Madame Butterfly for the first time: “the ecstasy of superb orchestration, the visual response to the scenes, the sparkling glory.”


She pointed out that foreign countries used tax dollars to support the opera and raised a provocative possibility. “How good it would be if the powers at Albany would make the bootleggers contribute to the upkeep of music and if possible bring them under its potent spell!” As an alternative, she suggested the baseball commissioner add a cent to admissions and donate the funds to underwrite concerts.


She wrote that opera “has state support in Vienna, gathered by special taxes which the poorest pay at no matter what sacrifice. To be deprived of good music is dreaded far more than to lack physical comforts.”


That was tone-deaf given the horrors of the Depression. But Pearl had been immune from hardship for her entire life, and like many of her social class, she was oblivious to the wrenching upheavals.
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Oklahoma, Revisited


Marguerite Skirvin Adams, former star of stage and screen, had established a comfortable life as a corporate wife. “Mother and Dad entertained a great deal of all of Father’s important clients,” gushed their daughter Betty Ellis. “Dad could not have had a lovelier or more competent hostess than my mother.”


But her father, alas, fell for his new young secretary. Marguerite was distraught when she learned of their affair. The rift became public knowledge when Robert sought refuge at the Union League Club. Marguerite decamped with the children to the Skirvin Hotel. In her divorce papers, she charged her husband with cruelty and neglect, claiming he “applied vile and opprobrious epithets and nagged and criticized.” As of March 1931, Adams refused to pay her bills.


Pearl began commuting to Oklahoma to support her sister. Her brother O.W., who studied agriculture at Cornell and earned a degree as a petroleum geologist at the University of Pittsburgh, was helping their father manage the family’s businesses. The Skirvin family was together again.


In May 1931, Pearl sailed for Europe, taking Marguerite and her children along. This was no ordinary vacation: Vice President Curtis had arranged for Pearl to be presented at Buckingham Palace to King George and Queen Mary. In this century-old British ritual, debutantes appeared at court to launch the social season and meet eligible men. Select foreigners were now welcome: Pearl would be presented with seventeen American women and four hundred British debutantes.


In a portrait taken to commemorate the occasion, Pearl wears a sleeveless white gown with a long lace train. Her flattering ear-length bob is adorned with white flowers, and she is sporting George Mesta’s jewelry—a triple strand of pearls, diamond bracelet, and huge engagement ring. Pearl accented the outfit with a green feather fan. Although nearing fifty, her skin looks unlined, and she is quite attractive, giving a smoldering smile. That night, Pearl joined a small group to dine with the king and queen. The Oklahoma News gushed, “Mrs. Mesta has gone far—it is a long way from Oklahoma City in the middlewest to the scarlet and gold throne room of England’s king!”


AND IT WAS a long way back, too. Returning to the Skirvin Hotel, Pearl learned that her father, the luckiest wildcatter, had finally run out of luck. He was forced to suspend construction on the Skirvin Tower due to a lack of funds. He went through an unpleasant court battle with his widowed sister-in-law Nellie Kitchel Skirvin, who sued him for $900,000 worth of stock. Nellie had been Pearl’s childhood playmate, but Pearl loyally stood by her father’s side in court. He won, but a few months later he was sued by a shareholder of his oil company, who charged that Skirvin illegally diverted money toward construction of the Skirvin Tower.


The lawsuits kept piling up. Yet Pearl continued to believe that her father was honest and that these plaintiffs were disgruntled people unjustly hounding him. He assured her that the money she had given him to invest would ultimately pay off.


In the summer of 1932, Pearl attended the gloomy Republican convention in Chicago, where delegates were in despair over President Herbert Hoover’s dire prospects. The unemployment rate was above 23 percent, homeless families were camping in parks known as Hoovervilles, and it was hard to see how Hoover could successfully woo voters.


Pearl was not a woman to allow her GOP party affiliation to get in the way of a good party. She returned to Chicago a week later to attend the Democratic convention. She had a bevy of Democratic friends, including New York political boss James Farley, campaign manager for New York governor Franklin Delano Roosevelt. Thanks to Farley and his wife Bess, Pearl was invited to the best parties as the Democrats celebrated FDR’s nomination.


Pearl went directly from the convention to Newport to join her sister, who had received a generous divorce settlement of $500 per month in alimony (more than $10,000 today). Her ex-husband promptly remarried. Marguerite responded by giving a Newport party for three hundred people. In what she perceived as an amusing gesture, she billed her food as Depression fare, serving hot dogs, baked beans, and pretzels. Reflecting the out-of-touch worldview of Newport cottagers, her menu was seen as chic.


In the final months before the presidential election, Pearl organized GOP fundraisers in Oklahoma and attended a rally for Hoover at Madison Square Garden. But Hoover’s election slogan—“We are turning the corner”—ran into a brick wall. FDR won in a landslide, taking forty-two out of forty-eight states. Pearl loyally attended Hoover and Curtis’s farewell events and then, crossing party lines, turned up at the inaugural festivities for FDR.


But now that Democrats ruled Washington, the city had lost its appeal for her. Pearl’s GOP allies would no longer be Cabinet secretaries; there would be no more invitations to White House dinners. Pearl gave up her Washington apartment and, for the next few years, only returned to the city occasionally.


Her ties to Pittsburgh were abruptly severed as well after George Mesta’s nephew, company president Harry Wahr, committed suicide. His successor at the steel company was Lorenz Iversen, an inventor and twenty-eight-year Mesta employee. As the first non–family member in charge of Mesta Machine, the Danish immigrant did not feel obligated to maintain a relationship with the founder’s wife. He bought out Pearl’s 10,565 shares of stock on October 30, 1934. Now she had no reason to return to Pittsburgh, ending another chapter of her life.


IN MANHATTAN, PEARL rented a suite at the Pierre Hotel, which turned into a family madhouse when Marguerite arrived from Oklahoma with her three children. Pearl lectured the children on the house rules. “She explained there would be no room service under any condition,” according to Marguerite’s daughter Betty Ellis, “and most of our meals would be cooked and served for us in the apartment kitchen by her cook.” Betty’s younger brother Billy, age seven, promptly ran up a hefty room service tab, infuriating his aunt.


In search of long-term larger quarters, in 1935 Pearl bought a five-story, 8,800-square-foot Beaux Art limestone town house at 44 East 74th Street, a block from Central Park. Built in 1870, the mansion had been updated with an elevator and an interroom telephone to communicate between floors. Marguerite handled the decor: black and white Chippendale furniture for the dining room and a Steinway piano and harp for the salon.


Pearl’s third-floor bedroom was painted and wallpapered in shades of blue; Marguerite’s adjoining room was pink. The children were housed on the fourth floor, and the staff were relegated to the fifth floor. For Pearl, sharing her Christian Science religion with Marguerite on a daily basis was a pleasure. The sisters developed a morning ritual, reading out loud to the children passages from Science and Health by Mary Baker Eddy.


The antics of the children eventually wore down the adults. The rambunctious Billy dressed up in war paint, pretending to be an Indian, and jumped out of the dumbwaiter at one of Pearl’s dinner parties. The sisters decided boarding school was the solution. Billy and his older brother Robert were packed off to American schools, while Pearl paid to send Betty to the Brillantmont School in Switzerland.


Once the children were gone, the sisters entertained constantly, inviting Broadway stars and Social Register habitués for cocktails, dinners, and games of bridge and poker.


Since Pearl had paid for the Manhattan town house, Marguerite did her part by buying a Newport cottage, Beachmound, a twenty-five-room, twenty-thousand-square-foot white mansion with a wraparound porch. The cost: $29,000, equal to $680,000 today. The 1897 Greek Revival–style home featured ionic columns on the east and west façades. Even today, the home remains strikingly beautiful, with a vast lawn surrounded by large hedges. Set on a hill, the house faces the churning waves of Spouting Rock Beach. Pearl was so enamored of Newport that she switched her voter registration there.


DURING A TRIP to Oklahoma City to see her father, Pearl was surprised to receive a bouquet of yellow chrysanthemums from recently widowed Carl Magee, editor of the Oklahoma News. The flowers led to a date and a serious romance.


Magee, a teetotaler who taught Sunday school, had an impressive reputation as an investigative journalist. As the crusading owner of the Albuquerque Morning Journal, he exposed the Teapot Dome Scandal that rocked the Harding administration in the 1920s, revealing that secretary of the interior Albert Fall received payoffs. Magee was equally tough in writing about the judicial system. Sued for libel by a New Mexico judge, Magee was convicted and sentenced to jail but pardoned by the governor. A year later, the irate trial judge attacked Magee in a hotel lobby. Magee fired a gun in self-defense; a stray bullet killed a bystander. He was acquitted of all charges and left New Mexico for Oklahoma.


In 1935, Magee made American history. As a member of the Oklahoma City Chamber of Commerce, he came up with an innovative solution to deal with traffic congestion—creating the first nickel-a-slot parking meter and then manufacturing it for other cities.


After dating romantic Italians who were great on the dance floor but harbored old-fashioned ideas about women, Pearl was pleased that Carl Magee treated her as an equal. He urged her to be better informed about world affairs and sent her books and newspaper articles. She appreciated his concern, but because she didn’t like to read, she had her secretary type up summaries.


Pearl was a Republican and Carl Magee a Democrat, but their interests aligned in the fall of 1936, since both supported GOP Kansas governor Alf Landon for president. Magee opposed what he viewed as Roosevelt’s excessive spending. Pearl arranged for the Landon-for-president headquarters to be stationed at the Skirvin Hotel and was named vice president of the local organization. Her efforts were for naught. Roosevelt won reelection by more than 10 million votes. Pearl later admitted that she was not upset by the outcome. “I never voted for Roosevelt,” she said. “But I was never sorry to see him elected.”


After Pearl returned to Manhattan, Magee wrote to her every day and repeatedly suggested marriage. Pearl loved him, but was unsure whether they had enough in common to build a lasting life together. She put him off about making a commitment.


Her sister Marguerite, however, was ready to tie the knot again. “Mother had been going out with several attractive suitors,” recalled Betty Ellis, “but the gentleman who finally won her heart was an older bachelor who owned his own stock brokerage firm in Boston.”


George Tyson Jr., twenty-five years older than Marguerite, hailed from a distinguished New England family. His father had run a shipping business in China and served as president of the Burlington and Missouri River Railroad. George Tyson belonged to prestigious clubs—the Somerset Club, the Harvard Club, and the Country Club of Brookline—and owned a brick town house on Louisburg Square. Invited as an extra man to one of Marguerite’s Newport dinners, the never-married stockbroker and the lively former actress clicked. For Marguerite, the kindly George represented safety and security.


The wedding took place in September 1937 at the bride’s Newport home. William Skirvin gave his daughter away, and Pearl was the maid of honor. “The marriage pleasantly surprised society as no announcement of the engagement was made and the couple obtained their marriage license only this morning,” noted the New York Herald Tribune. The newlyweds settled in at George Tyson’s house in Boston.


For nearly three years, the Skirvin sisters had been inseparable. Now Pearl would be on her own again.
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