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PROLOGUE


On the evening of Wednesday 25 October 1944 something like two thousand people were shut out of Carnegie Hall. Crowded onto the New York City sidewalk, some waved $20 bills in an effort to persuade their way in, even though the most expensive tickets, long since sold out, officially cost $3. They could only watch as Cole Porter walked through the doors of the most hallowed concert hall in America, there to be joined by the much-loved superstar soprano Lily Pons, and the queen of burlesque Gypsy Rose Lee. Some say they saw Tallulah Bankhead swan in too. The old hall also swarmed with journalists eager to witness a phenomenon.


The night before, Frank Sinatra was on the same stage at an election rally in support of President F. D. Roosevelt. The night after, the New York Philharmonic Orchestra performed under the baton of Artur Rodziński. But on 25 October it was the turn of Florence Foster Jenkins, a sizeable woman in her mid-seventies who had recently released a series of recordings. It was these – including her versions of Mozart’s Queen of the Night aria and Delibes’s ‘Indian Bell Song’ – which had created such a feverish thirst to be there.


The evening has no real right to be remembered on so important a day in the history of the world: 25 October 1944 is such a pivotal date that there is a whole book about it – One Day in a Very Long War by John Ellis. In the Philippines the Battle of Leyte Gulf became the largest naval conflict in history, in which for the first time the Imperial Japanese Navy deployed kamikaze suicide bombers against US warships. In Europe, the last Romanian city under German occupation was liberated by Romanian and Soviet forces, who also pushed the Wehrmacht from their Norwegian base in Kirkenes, while Bomber Command and the US Air Force took part in daylight raids against Essen, Homberg and Hamburg.


Meanwhile, back in New York, the cover of the recital programme featured a photograph of a stately lady wearing, over short permed brown hair, a tiara with a diadem mounted in the centre. A heavy necklace plunged past her low neckline towards two tentatively clasped hands. On her left hand was a thumb ring. Her eyes were beady and her jaw firm. On a mid-blue background, and under black capitals blazing her name, were the words ‘Coloratura Soprano’.


Inside the programme, bona fides advised of previous triumphs. Madame Jenkins, as she liked to be known, ‘possesses a marked individuality in style and piquancy in her interpretations’. So reported the New York Journal-American. A Dr B. B. James (publication unattributed) confirmed that a recent audience in the federal capital ‘included persons in the political, cultural and intellectual society of Washington’, all of them ‘critically minded hearers’. The New York Daily Mirror hailed ‘a personage of authority and indescribable charm’ whose annual recitals ‘bring unbounded joy’.


These notices were in accordance with more or less everything that had ever been written about ‘Lady Florence’ (another of her preferred modes of address). She had been singing to select audiences since the 1910s, mostly in the protected world of the women’s clubs which flourished in great profusion in New York City from the turn of the century. In 1917 she founded her own society and called it the Verdi Club, to whose members she later began singing in an annual recital in the ballroom of the Ritz-Carlton Hotel. Press coverage was not solicited, other than from the Musical Courier, a trade paper whose friendly discretion could be relied upon, indeed bought. The recitals acquired a cult following and, apart from the odd exuberant heckler, for years no one publicly said the salient and obvious thing about Florence Foster Jenkins: that she was a remarkably talentless singer. Instead they cheered and clapped and stifled their guffaws by stuffing handkerchiefs in their mouths.


In 1941 those recordings introduced her feeble voice and drastic pitching to a wider public, and word started to travel. Then came Carnegie Hall. Supported by a pianist, a flautist and a string quartet, she proceeded to massacre a variety of tunes in a variety of outlandish costumes. The three thousand who crammed Carnegie Hall as it had never been crammed before raised such a commotion that her accompanist Cosme McMoon judged the recital ‘the most remarkable thing that has happened there’. Her assault on the famous aria from The Magic Flute had all the trappings of a brilliant comedic tour de force as she persistently failed to reach the stipulated notes. But it wasn’t meant to be funny, any more than her rendition of ‘Clavelitos’, a short, flirtatious song in the Hispanic idiom which pushed the audience to fresh peaks of hysteria. As Florence lobbed rosebuds into the audience from a basket on her arm, one uncontrollable actress had to be removed from her box. In such a frenzied atmosphere it is hard to imagine anyone creating enough of a disturbance to warrant ejection, and yet apparently it happened. The instant demand for an encore meant that poor McMoon had to make his way down into the stalls to retrieve the flowers. The pleasure – and the pain – was even more intense the second time round. And throughout the evening Madame Jenkins interpreted the gales of laughter and waves of applause as a genuine acknowledgement of her art. Afterwards, her guests mingled with her onstage. ‘Don’t you think I had real courage to sing the Queen of the Night again,’ she said to one of them, ‘after that wonderful recording I made of it at the studio?’


The next morning news spread far across the United States. ‘Mme Jenkins, if you haven’t heard, and the chances are you haven’t, is a lady who gives song recitals because there’s no law against it.’ That was the Milwaukee Journal. ‘She takes the songs that bring out the best in Lily Pons and permits them to bring out her worst. And the worst of Mme Jenkins, you are herewith assured, is something awful.’ Earl Wilson of the New York Post reported that Florence Foster Jenkins could ‘sing anything but notes’. ‘Hey, You Music Lovers!’ ran the headline above his report. ‘I Heard Madame Jenkins.’ Describing her recital as ‘one of the weirdest mass jokes New York has ever seen’, his column – he was not a music journalist – pondered the discrepancy between the serious demeanour of the performer and the unbridled jollity of the audience. On the way out Wilson bumped into a man he described as the singer’s personal representative, whose name he transcribed as Sinclair Bayfield.


‘Why?’ Wilson asked.


‘She loves music,’ said St Clair Bayfield, an Englishman in his late sixties who for many years had been a minor Broadway actor. There was only one question Wilson could ask next.


‘If she loves music, why does she do this?’


‘People may say I couldn’t sing, but no one can ever say I didn’t sing.’ That’s what Florence Foster Jenkins is reported to have said towards the end of her life. It certainly sounds like her. She lived for music and she loved to perform. She refused, utterly and triumphantly, to dwell on her limitations as a singer or to be cowed by those who mocked her. Indeed there is a poignant possibility that Florence simply could not hear those limitations. Audiences certainly rejoiced in her sincerity, and the pleasure she derived from entertaining them. Her performances, by dint of sheer charisma, somehow transcended technique. So inspirational is her example that even the greatest singers have found a place in their hearts for her. In 1968 the young Barbra Streisand was asked by New York magazine which other singers she’d like to be: ‘Ray Charles and Florence Foster Jenkins,’ she said. For Vanity Fair in 2003 David Bowie nominated The Glory (????) of the Human Voice, the RCA album of Florence’s recordings released in 1962, as one of the 25 LPs that he counted as his greatest discoveries. (The only other soprano listed among all the blues, jazz and rock was Gundula Janowitz singing Strauss’s Four Last Songs.)


Nowadays Florence is not alone. One of the reasons why her extraordinary story resonates, long after the great prima donnas to whom she absurdly compared herself have been forgotten, is that there are Florences all around us: less than entirely talented performers who nonetheless have a yearning to be heard. Latter-day incarnations of Florence audition on The X Factor or America’s Got Talent and, like her, are mystified by the howls of ridicule. Florence is their patron saint. As Cosme McMoon explained, ‘She thought she was great.’


And yet Florence was also a complete one-off. It is almost always overlooked that she was a passionate, serious and hugely knowledgeable lover of music, and an impresario who for thirty-five years was a very significant patron of young talent in New York. Some of the burgeoning stars of opera were grateful for her friendship. If her pursuit of audience approval manifested an unconscious need to heal some sort of psychic wound – and it certainly looks that way – the cause lies somewhere in what went before. Earl Wilson passed on a story he heard that Florence’s musical ambitions were blocked by her parents and then her husband, only to be liberated after all of them had died. It’s a neat fairy tale. But is it a true fairy tale?


In general terms, hers is a story of her time: about an American woman’s quest for an education, about a Darwinian urge to clamber up the ladder of society, about the stigma of divorce in the nineteenth century, about female empowerment embodied in the rise of women’s clubs, and about the value of culture. Her progress through a boom society ruled by money is archetypal but it is also profoundly personal. She was born just after the Civil War, played her part in one world war and survived into another. Early on, her marriage took her to the heart of America’s military establishment, where she found much to admire in her principled female in-laws while the males made for a grim array of the arrant, the psychotic and the morally spineless. Her husband’s failings, she claimed with some justification, scarred her physically, and lastingly. And then there is the melodrama of her own family squabbles, which not once but twice necessitated the intervention of the law.


From the early years of Florence’s life, when the human psyche is malleable clay, primary sources are scarce. It’s not even clear whether she was born in Pennsylvania or New Jersey. Her elusiveness is written in the many variations of her name in the newspapers which later reported on her movements: Miss Florence Foster, Mrs Dr Jenkins, Mrs F. F. Jenkins, Madame Foster Jenkins, Mrs Florence Foster Jenkins, Mme Jenkins, Lady Florence – plus any number of typographical misnomers: Mrs F. E. Jenkins, Mrs Florence Foster Jekins, Florence Foster Jones and, the name she would have loved best of all, Florence Verdi Jenkins. It doesn’t feel like a coincidence that an elderly woman celebrated for having no voice was vouchsafed none in the first half of her life story. Nothing that she actually said was written down and remembered until she was past the age of forty. Averse to self-examination, she left no diary and gave only two interviews. The biographer’s task is further frustrated by the disappearance of all but four of the five hundred letters which passed between Florence and St Clair Bayfield over thirty years of common-law marriage.


This is, secondarily, his story too. By the time St Clair arrived in New York as a young man, he had already enjoyed a great many adventures of his own. In his career he spent vastly more hours on stage than Florence, but her two hours in Carnegie Hall eclipse them all. He didn’t seem to mind because he was utterly devoted to her. Instead, posterity has made him the principal conduit for her life story. One of the main sources is a biography which he embarked on after her death and which was continued after his by his widow Kathleen. It was never published, and most of it has been lost, but in 1971 Mrs Bayfield read out a substantial chunk in a joint interview alongside two Verdi Club members who had known Florence personally. Even here caution is advisable: it is necessary to scrape away the accretions from what Florence told St Clair, what St Clair told Kathleen, and what Kathleen wrote down, each narrator being guided by their own agenda. Florence was certainly an unreliable narrator who moulded her memories into a shape that made sense to her. She preferred to project an inspiring image of herself. The climax of the Verdi Club’s annual ball always featured its president appearing in the guise of the great women of myth or history. One year she dressed up as a winged Angel of Inspiration. Another she was revealed proudly trussed up in the armour of Brünnhilde, the Wagnerian Valkyrie. The image, with horned helmet and spear, suggested spellbinding potency. But what was she protecting behind that awesome breastplate?


The essential unknowability of a historical figure is attractive to speculators. Wherever there is no final key to the inner life of an enigma, writers, film-makers and artists are to be found clustering like thirsty herds at a watering hole. Increasingly this has been true of Florence. There have been several plays about her, and each has earned more attention than the last. The first was Terry Sneed’s Precious Few, premiered in Little Rock, Arkansas, in 1994. Charles Fourie’s Goddess of Song was seen in Cape Town in 1999. Her story graduated to the Edinburgh Festival Fringe in 2001 in a play called Viva La Diva by Chris Ballance. In 2005 Florence made it to Broadway in Stephen Temperley’s Souvenir. That same year Glorious! by Peter Quilter opened in the West End in London and has gone on to be performed in over forty countries and in twenty-seven languages.


Now a celebratory film brings the name of Florence Foster Jenkins to wider attention than ever before. The script by Nicholas Martin, which concentrates on the climactic final years of her musical odyssey, has attracted some of the highest achievers in cinema. Meryl Streep, who has earned more Academy Award nominations than any actor in history (nineteen and counting, of which she has won three), charmingly embodies an indomitable woman who inspires devotion by blithely turning a blind eye – and a deaf ear – to any hurdles planted in her path. Her Florence makes the world a brighter place. Hugh Grant gives the most touching performance of his career as the debonair but sensitive St Clair Bayfield. The film also offers a hugely engaging performance from Simon Helberg as Cosme McMoon. The director is Stephen Frears, whose previous studies of fascinating women include Dangerous Liaisons, The Queen and Philomena. Madame Jenkins would have been thrilled with all the attention.


It is rare – maybe unprecedented – for a biography and the script of a biopic to be published in harness. Florence Foster Jenkins feels like an ideal fit for such treatment, being a figure with a splendid flair for self-dramatisation. The film, as films should and must, takes the facts and fashions them into an entertainment that, in this case, rejoices in the comic and innocent side of her personality. The script alludes to many of Florence’s delightful eccentricities – her collection of dining chairs in which great Americans had supposedly died, her phobia of sharp objects, the limitless supply of potato salad stored in the bathtub when she entertained. Along the way many of the supporting players in her life pop up in Nicholas Martin’s script – Carlo Edwards, who secretly gave her singing lessons; Kathleen, the mistress of St Clair Bayfield; Earl Wilson, the author of that Carnegie Hall review the morning after. There are even cameos for the great maestro Toscanini and for Tallulah Bankhead, who, at least in the film, definitely makes it to Carnegie Hall.


While film-goers discover Florence on film, this biography attempts to spool back to the beginning and unpick the complexities of an unusual life which held back the moment of highest drama till the end.




1: WILKES-BARRE, PA


What does the world know about Wilkes-Barre? All American eyes have turned on the Pennsylvania coal town only once. In 1926 the celebrated baseball slugger Babe Ruth hit what was then thought to be the longest ever home run. The ball flew so far he asked for it to be measured. It came out at around 217 yards. For the rest of its history, Wilkes-Barre has tended not to hit the ball out of the park.


It has tiptoed into the purview of American culture as a byword for Ordinaryville, USA. Listen closely in All About Eve and at one point Bette Davis can be heard dropping the name. ‘The evil that men do – how does it go? Something about the good they leave behind. I played it once in Wilkes-Barre.’ She’s quoting Mark Antony in Julius Caesar. Wilkes-Barre was a very long way from ancient Rome, which is why the great writer-director Joseph Mankiewicz, multiple winner of Academy Awards and a Wilkes-Barre native, dropped a joke into the script.


Wilkes-Barre is memorialised in a long-forgotten Broadway musical romcom from 1963 called Tovarich. Adapted from a Thirties play and film which made light of communism, the show includes a song called ‘Wilkes-Barre, Pa’. It’s sung by a young man who has fallen in love with the maid, who happens to be a countess on the run from the Russian revolution. He paints his home town as an all-American heaven.




Take me back where I belong


Tell my baby I was wrong,


Never should have gone away


Wilkes-Barre, Pa!





In the role of the countess, Vivien Leigh won a Tony award for best actress in a musical. It can’t have been for her singing. Like Wilkes-Barre’s most celebrated daughter, she could barely hit a note.


The city’s name is rooted in the journey to independence. John Wilkes was a member of the British parliament who was such a zealous reformer he was imprisoned for sedition. Later he championed the cause of the American rebels. So did Isaac Barré, a Dublin-born son of a French Huguenot, who was blinded in one eye at the Battle of Quebec – he is among the group immortalised in Benjamin West’s epic painting The Death of General Wolfe. A fiery orator, he dubbed the colonists ‘sons of liberty’. Yoked by a hyphen, and in the nineteenth century often lumped together in the single word Wilkesbarre, these two men gave their names to Florence Foster’s home town.


The city sits on the southern bank of the Susquehanna river in the Wyoming valley. The first white men reached there in 1769. The skirmishes and conflagrations which soon took place in the valley floor offer a microcosm of the struggles that shaped the nation, between settlers and Native Americans, colonists and royalists. The first newspaper was published in Wilkes-Barre in 1795. The following year The Herald of the Times had its first major story when the exiled Duc d’Orléans, later to become King Louis Philippe of France, passed through. In 1806 there was another notable visitation in the form of a travelling elephant show. A bridge was built over the Susquehanna, which variously flooded or froze but was soon navigated by steamboat. In 1831 the first canal boat left Wilkes-Barre bound for Philadelphia bearing, among other necessities, the mineral which would make the valley rich.


The discovery of anthracite coal caused Wilkes-Barre to grow at speed, its workforce swollen above all by immigrants from the mining communities of Wales. It is thought to be the first place on earth where anthracite was burned to generate domestic heat. Wilkes-Barre acquired a moniker: the Diamond City. In the 1860s alone its population doubled to more than ten thousand (it eventually peaked at 87,000 in 1930). By the time Florence Foster was born, Wilkes-Barre was a force in the state. And her forebears had planted their feet near the summit of Pennsylvania society.


Genealogy was the source of fascinated one-upmanship among the descendants of settlers. In such a young country, roots mattered. Florence and her mother were life members of the city’s Genealogical and Biographical Society among numerous other patriotic clubs. A profile of Florence in the New York Times in 1916 described her as ‘born in Pennsylvania of distinguished American ancestry’. She was the product, on both sides of her family tree, of settlers who had sailed for the American colonies in the 1630s. But the claim to pure blood and high-born roots stretched many centuries further into the past. Her father’s branch traced a direct line all the way back to the Norman Conquest. Sir Richard Forester was claimed by his descendants as the brother-in-law of William of Normandy, though genealogists and historians dispute his paternity. But at sixteen he certainly fought at the Battle of Hastings. Another forebear is said to have saved Richard the Lionheart’s life on the Third Crusade. On the strength of the connection, Florence would later join a society called the Order of the Three Crusades.


Her father, Charles Dorrance Foster, was born in 1836, the only child of the marriage between Phineas Nash Foster, a farmer in Jackson County, and Mary Bailey Bulford (née Johnson), a widow with three much older children. As a schoolboy he spent his vacations on the family farm. Later he dabbled as a teacher both locally and all the way off in Illinois. When the United States was convulsed by Civil War in 1861, he did not serve, instead gaining admittance to the Bar of Pennsylvania. He soon had a large practice. In 1870, when he was thirty-three, his wealth was listed as $42,000 in real estate and $10,000 in personal estate. When Foster’s father died in 1878 he inherited two farms in Dallas and Jackson Townships just to the north-west of Wilkes-Barre. His father’s step-children, Charles’s older half-siblings whose surname was Bulford, were left to fend for themselves. The windfall had a demotivating impact on his professional life. A mere five years on, a contemporary history of Luzerne County reported that ‘clients soon came to him, but . . . he found that possession sufficient to occupy most of his time and for all of his wants, so he gave only incidental attention to legal practice’. Instead he involved himself in buying and selling real estate, farmland and livestock and litigating bullishly on large matters and small: from the distribution of coal board revenues to pesky opera house billboards that sprouted in the street outside his home. ‘$3 REWARD,’ he once offered in a small newspaper announcement. ‘For the name of the person who broke the glass out of my window, Wednesday afternoon, playing ball.’


Foster’s portion of Wilkes-Barre’s wealth and splendour drew a tart portrait from another local historian: ‘He is the possessor of wealth ample enough to gratify anything short of sordid avarice. Few men enjoy, at so early an age, such complete physical, financial, and social advantages.’


Charles D. Foster was a prominent Episcopalian and staunch Republican. He acquired a property at 124 South Franklin Street, in a district where Wilkes-Barre’s conservative elite tended to cluster in elegant and spaciously arranged mansions. Not far away was the St Stephen’s Episcopal church, another few doors down the Westmoreland Club. Foster was a member of both. He was the sort of wealthy pillar of the community whom people wanted on their boards. Thus he was president of the first street railway in Wilkes-Barre, director of one turnpike company, treasurer of another, director of the Wyoming National Bank, a member of sundry Masonic, banking, genealogical and historical associations. To these local accomplishments he added electoral success. He was defeated in his first tilt at the Lower House of the Pennsylvania legislature in 1882, then voted in two years later; he served for a single term.


Photographs of Foster show a well-dressed figure with fair hair atop a heavy brow and a full face rounded off by a forthright jaw. The eyebrows are dense and the moustache substantial. In one portrait of Foster as a younger man it droops either side of his mouth. In a later image it twirls upwards.


Charles D. Foster married Mary Jane Hoagland from Hunterdon, New Jersey, on 4 October 1865. Precisely when she entered the world is uncertain. Four censuses give four different versions, suggesting a streak of vanity. In 1860, when she was still living with her parents, the year of her birth was written down as 1838. A decade later, by which time she was married, she had somehow shed seven years and her birth year was now 1845. Ten years on she was only nine years older, the birth date having been dropped to 1846. There were no further alterations in the following two censuses. Then, after her husband’s death, she suddenly lost another four years.


A photograph of Mary Foster in middle age shows a handsome woman in a high-necked dress, brunette hair piled above a well-proportioned face and a strong mouth. As to what came out of that mouth, the evidence is in short supply. But she was clearly proud of her English and Dutch ancestry. She joined a prodigious number of the lineage associations which abounded in the United States. At some point she came into or acquired a property that was of some significance in American folklore. This was the so-called Fleming’s Castle in Hunterton County, where her grandfather had been a judge. In reality it was a modest clapperboard tavern built in 1756 by Irish-born Samuel Fleming; its importance derived from a reference to ‘stopping at Fleming’s’ in General George Washington’s journal.


Mary Foster gave birth on 19 July 1868 to a daughter, although it’s not clear where as no birth certificate has been unearthed. Florence’s death certificate put her place of birth as Wilkes-Barre, while St Clair Bayfield submitted a legal petition in 1945 stating that Florence was born in Flemington, New Jersey, which is not unlikely: quite often, before hospital birth, women would go home for their confinement. The child was christened Narcissa Florence. Narcissa was not a common name; in 1868 newspapers across the whole of America refer to only eleven women called Narcissa. She was named, perhaps, after Narcissa Whitman, the pioneering missionary who in 1836 became the first white woman to traverse the Rockies. More probably her blonde hair and blue eyes put her mother in mind of a member of the daffodil family. It was not the name by which Florence Foster Jenkins would later be known, but it aptly encapsulated something of her personality.


During Florence’s early years, her father made frequent excursions to the farm to oversee the running of the land but also to drop in on his mother. She was still living in the modest farmhouse where he grew up and which she professed to favour over ‘all the wealth and splendor that a city can afford’. A keen equestrian, Foster drove out in a Portland cutter pulled by a pair of horses he stabled by his house, and he took his daughter with him to visit her grandmother. When the snow came they would wrap up in rugs for enchanting rides in the sleigh through the Luzerne countryside.


Florence was raised as a daughter of the age. She applied herself to crochet and the piano. When she fell in love with the latter, the die was cast. The stories about her early musical career must be taken on trust. In an interview Florence gave in 1927 she said she was a piano soloist at the age of ten, performing in many public concerts, on one occasion ‘facing undismayed an audience numbering ten thousand persons’. St Clair Bayfield dated her debut to an even earlier age, telling an interviewer that she’d first performed in Philadelphia at eight. Neither of these stories has the ring of truth. Florence did later perform in front of thousands in Philadelphia but, while musical ability was a valuable social asset in a young girl, there is room for doubt that Foster would have tolerated the spectacle of his accomplished young daughter playing for anyone but drawing-room guests.


And yet the environment in which she grew up was learned and cultured. Her father was widely read and polymathic in his interests. Students and other Wilkes-Barreans often heard him give amusing and informed talks on a vast range of subjects: Roman history, the superiority of the American school system, the impact of Magna Carta, the US Mint, the hieroglyphs of the Rosetta Stone, the cardinal virtues of business, the music of the ancients, contemporary literature, the structure of banks, the influence of the solar system on the turn of the seasons, American history in the colonial epoch and, more than once, temperance. Mary Foster was a keen and increasingly accomplished painter of landscapes and portraits in oil. Later in life Florence hung two large portraits of herself side by side over her Steinway in her New York apartment. One showed her as a child, the other as a woman in early middle age. Both were very probably the work of her mother.


The most character-forming event in Florence’s childhood was the birth, in 1875, of a sister. After such a long wait the arrival of a baby girl, whom her parents named Lillian Blanche, will have been the cause of much celebrating. Older siblings very often have more conflicted feelings about the sudden appearance of a rival. Seven years is a long time for a child to rejoice in the undivided love of her mother and father. Even if only on an unconscious level, Florence now had to work harder for her parents’ attention. Soon after this event the accomplished little pianist seems to have begun performing for domestic audiences in Wilkes-Barre. It is possible to speculate that the uncritical applause provided her with an alternative source of approval and validation.


As a child she would have been taken on the train for jaunts in Philadelphia, just over a hundred miles to the southeast of Wilkes-Barre. It was a city to excite the imagination of a young girl. Its burgeoning wealth manifested itself in the streets and gardens. A seated bronze likeness of Lincoln was commissioned in 1866, the year after his assassination, and unveiled in 1871. (Florence’s parents may well have been among the three hundred thousand who viewed Lincoln’s body as its funeral train passed through the city in the thousand-mile journey from Washington, DC back to Springfield, Illinois.) The Association for Public Art effected an improving face-lift of the city’s public spaces. Sculpture sprouted in the parks and avenues. When she walked through the botanical wonderland of Bartram’s Garden, Florence would have encountered a pair of Medici lions – two of many big cats to prowl the city. These cast-iron copies were emissaries from the cradle of the Renaissance with which Florence shared her name. In 1874, when Florence was six, America’s first zoo opened its doors in Philadelphia, its completion much delayed by the Civil War. For the price of twenty-five cents visitors could view a thousand animals. A century on from the Declaration of Independence, a statue of England’s patron saint George slaying the dragon appeared in Fairmount Park, while the Columbus monument commemorated in marble the Italian who found the Americas. That same year Philadelphia became the first American city to host the World Fair. Across six months, nearly ten million people visited two hundred specially erected pavilions on the site of the Centennial Exposition to marvel at a giant celebration of America’s commercial and industrial prowess. On Pennsylvania Day alone, a quarter of a million people flooded the site. It seems probable that Foster took his eight-year-old daughter to the first public display of such revolutionary concepts as the Remington typographic machine, the Wallace-Farmer electric dynamo, Alexander Graham Bell’s telephone, and Heinz ketchup. The US Navy’s pavilion was overseen by the man, appointed by President Ulysses S. Grant himself, who would one day be her father-in-law.


In July 1878, when Florence had just turned ten, she went with her sister and father to observe a total eclipse of the sun from a hotel at the nearby Harveys Lake, the largest natural body of water in Pennsylvania. She had her father to herself in the summer of 1881 on a ten-day visit to Niagara Falls; a trip taken, so the Wilkes-Barre Record reported, ‘for their health’. This was a period of upheaval for Florence. That autumn she was cast out of the family home to be enrolled at the Moravian Seminary in Bethlehem, Pennsylvania: America’s first ever boarding school for young women.


Founded in 1785 by a branch of the Protestant Church that had its roots in the fifteenth-century Hussite movement in Bohemia, the school’s education was steeped in religion. A prospectus published in 1876 explained that ‘the moral and religious training of the young is shaped after the teachings of Christ, and by no means subordinated to the acquisition of mere human knowledge’. The principal was appointed from the clergy and, on a strictly non-sectarian footing, there were daily visits to the chapel to cleanse the soul before the day started. The majority of pupils were drawn from Pennsylvania, New York and New Jersey but others came from further-flung states in the Union – California, Texas, Louisiana – and some came from beyond the country’s borders: Canada, Central and South America, England. As for the academic schooling on offer, twenty resident tutors alongside specialist teachers between them taught several subjects that would one day stand Florence in good stead (German, French, rhetoric, mythology, book-keeping, vocal and instrumental music, painting, drawing, elocution and – given her later obsession with birdsong – ornithology). There were also quite a few that wouldn’t (mineralogy, astronomy, wax-work, natural sciences, logic). Florence doubtless baulked at the restricted opportunities for freedom of movement. Even in their leisure hours, she and her schoolmates were constantly under the eye of a tutoress, who would accompany them everywhere: the refectory, the dormitory, the school grounds for walks. There were plenty of pianos for her to practise on: the school boasted forty-six of them, plus two cabinet organs. But musical attainment was secondary to the overall emphasis on producing young women with an instinct for good behaviour. ‘The government of the household aims at instilling right principles and forming good habits,’ explained the prospectus. ‘Hence the pupils are amenable to a code of rules touching their moral obligations as individuals and their duties as members of a family; while the constant supervision which characterizes the daily regime enables the tutoresses to exercise an influence for good over their charge, which otherwise might not be done. The method of instruction is patient, laborious and hence likely to be thorough.’ For three terms of Moravian improvement to his daughter, Charles Foster paid a fee of around $300 (it was $280 in 1876). The bill encompassed such sundries as washing and choir singing, use of the library and cutlery, access to stationery, medical care from a house physician, fuel, baths and pew rents.


The school record does not indicate if she stayed any longer than a year; two years seems more probable. There were other changes afoot. In September 1882 Florence’s father was nominated to stand as a Republican for Luzerne County in the assembly in Philadelphia. And it was around this time that the Fosters moved house to 27 South Franklin Street, which was even closer to the church.


Another story told by St Clair Bayfield is that as a girl Florence expressed a desire to study music in Europe. To a young pianist it may have seemed a logical ambition. When her fingers touched the keyboard, they produced sounds of European civilisation. This was the music America listened to. Tannhäuser had just been performed at the recently opened Metropolitan Opera in New York while the repertoire of the newly formed Boston Symphony Orchestra was overwhelmingly European. The city’s much older orchestra clarified its allegiance in its name: the Handel and Haydn Society. When the Strasbourg-born émigré composer F. L. Ritter published the first major history of American music in 1883, he found it still heavily under European influence and in only the early stages of self-discovery. In the first half of the 1880s, several important events separately heralded a distinct identity for American music: Marshall W. Taylor published the first anthology of negro spirituals, while a choir of black singers sang at the White House; a chorded zither was patented in the US; and Scott Joplin sat down at a piano in the Silver Dollar Saloon in St Louis, Missouri, and invented ragtime.


Events which may have been more closely observed by Florence, all of them reported in the newspapers, showed that women could play a significant part in the musical life of the nation. In 1882 an opera called The Joust was premiered in Omaha, Nebraska. Its music was composed by one G. Estabrook, whose real name was Gussie Clowry. When she died in 1897, one of her songs was reported by the Philadelphia Inquirer to have sold over a million copies. Closer to home was the creation in Potsdam, New York, of what is now known as the Crane School of Music. Its remit was to train public-school music teachers, and it was the brainchild of a thirty-year-old woman, Julia Ettie Crane. ‘Is there any one thing more universally demanded by mankind than music?’ she wrote. ‘Nothing brings greater return in real understanding and development, for the time spent, than music.’


In her own way Florence would come to embody that principle. Charles D. Foster will have needed some persuading on the point. As a domestic accomplishment, Florence’s abilities were to be cherished. But Europe was another matter. Kathleen Bayfield described him as ‘the old-fashioned type who thought girls should stay home, play the piano, paint and be a lady of leisure’. There is no suggestion that Foster had been anywhere near the place, though he will have known the stories of Americans lured to Europe by the siren wail of an older culture. The novels of Henry James – written after prolonged experience of the fleshpots – made cautionary noises about young Americans of an artistic bent venturing into the European lair. James discoursed frankly on children sired out of wedlock, radical politics and terrorist foment, all flavoured with a soupçon of aristocratic hauteur. Roderick Hudson (1875) traced the tragic corruption of Rome on an American artist. The Europeans (1878) told of sober New Englanders ‘exposed to peculiar influences’ when Americans raised across the Atlantic came home. A specifically dire warning was embedded in The Portrait of a Lady (1881) in which beautiful young heiress Isabel Archer is pursued by unscrupulous suitors in Europe; she plumps for the worst of the lot, a louche and cold-hearted American expatriate who condemns her to a life of unhappiness.


Florence is more likely to have taken her inspiration from tales of female empowerment and self-expression in Louisa May Alcott’s Little Women, the vastly successful first volume of which was published in the year of her birth. She may have imagined a future for herself conflated in the fates of the more artistic of the four March sisters. On the one hand Beth is a talented pianist whose life is cut short when she contracts scarlet fever. On the other, Amy is the most selfish and vain of the four, but burgeons as a writer whose ambitions of self-fulfilment and growth are fully realised only when she is taken to Europe. Glimpsed in the full flower of adulthood, she offered a satisfactory template for a creative young American woman with wanderlust: ‘Time seemed to have stood still with Amy, for happiness had kept her young and prosperity given her the culture she needed. A stately, graceful woman, who showed how elegant simplicity could be made by the taste with which she chose her dress and the grace with which she wore it.’


Meanwhile, the concept of young women studying piano and singing was gaining acceptance in Europe. The Guildhall School of Music and the Royal College of Music were both established in 1880. In the first round of scholarships offered by the latter to young students of the piano, fourteen out of seventeen went to women.


While it is conceivable that Florence’s stories of thwarted musical ambition were exaggerated, there are enough different sources which talk of her parents banning her from singing to confirm that, in later life, Florence at least believed she had been held back. But there was a far more immediate cause of devastation. In 1883, the eight-year-old Lilly fell ill with diphtheria.


If the infection developed in the standard way, she would at first have complained of a mild sore throat and developed a fever. Then came the alarming whelps of a croup-like cough and, when she opened her mouth, white patches would be seen forming at the back of her throat. Her neck started to swell, her skin turned blue and she found it excruciatingly painful to swallow, then began to have difficulty breathing. Child mortality rates from diphtheria had been slowly declining from around the year of Lilly’s birth, but there was still no treatment. In New York a physician called Joseph O’Dwyer was developing a system of intubation that could be used on children as young as one to stop them asphyxiating. He did not present his findings for another two years and the apparatus would not be adopted for another five. As the Fosters well knew, diphtheria did not discriminate. Foster was infected too, though as he had survived it earlier in life he was not in danger. But epidemics in America had cut a swathe through populations in New England and, more recently, California. Only five years earlier it attacked the progeny of Queen Victoria, killing Princess Alice and her four-year-old daughter.


On 29 June 1883, it claimed another victim. ‘Yesterday evening about six o’clock,’ reported the Wilkes-Barre Record,




the angel of death visited the home of our esteemed townsman, C. D. Foster, Esq., and removed his youngest daughter, Lilly, a little girl only nine [sic] years of age. She fell a victim to that dire disease, diphtheria, after a brief sickness. The little one, so suddenly called away in the very midst of the bright days of childhood, had won her way deep into the hearts of all who knew her. She was of a joyous and kindly disposition, and had given ample evidence of the possession of still nobler qualities which would have made her after life one of great promise. In their deep affliction the sorrowing parents have the sympathy of every one. Their grief, however, is one that cannot soon be overcome, but must be left to the gentle hand of all-healing time to assuage.





While this was hardly an unusual tragedy – a Bulford cousin born in the same year as Florence died at the age of seven – the impact of the death of a child on her parents need not be imagined. For an older sibling it may have been a more complex event. What is known of Florence in later life is that she craved attention. Any such need tends to be established in the earliest days of childhood. After Lilly’s birth Florence experienced the small needling grief of the older sibling nudged out of the parental spotlight. Now in her sister’s death she was consigned to the margins all over again. In her own grief there lurked a quiet unconscious triumph, the intensified sense of her uniqueness as the sole survivor in whom all hopes rested. This time her spell in the sidelines occurred when – as a very young woman shortly to turn fifteen – she had more power to act.


The funeral cortege left Wilkes-Barre at six in the morning on 1 July, bound for the cemetery eight miles away in Huntsville, near the family farm. The party included Lilly’s parents, Foster’s mother and his Bulford siblings Olive and John, as well as other Bulford cousins, and Florence.


Ten days after her sister was buried, the fourteen-year-old Florence Foster eloped.




2: MRS DR JENKINS


According to the 1901 edition of the Catalogue of Pupils at the Moravian Seminary for Young Ladies, Florence Foster married Dr Frank Thornton Jenkins on 11 July 1883, ten days after the funeral of her sister and eight days before her fifteenth birthday. Her father was still recovering from diphtheria.


How did this happen? The circumstances of their meeting are not known. A sister of Frank Jenkins had been at the Moravian Seminary several years earlier, and perhaps that was how a connection was made. Later in life Florence kept the dance cards of the balls she’d attended as a young woman, and they may have met at one of those. At thirty, Frank was sixteen years her senior and so, in this moment of crisis, would inevitably have played the role of a surrogate father figure.


In 1880 the age of consent in Pennsylvania was ten (a small minority of states put the legal age at twelve). And yet the cusp of fifteen seems extraordinarily young. Many years later Florence would testify in court that she left home at sixteen, while she told St Clair Bayfield that she eloped at seventeen. In the echelons of society in which both newly-weds had been brought up, she married far younger than anyone in her family circle or his. Frank’s youngest sister married the previous year at nineteen. Frank’s late mother was eighteen at her wedding, and Florence’s mother, depending on which census is to be credited, was either twenty-seven, twenty or nineteen. Only once the newly widowed Mary Foster altered her date of birth to 1850 would she have been fifteen on the day of her wedding. Might the school catalogue be wrong? The same page lists five other marriages of pupils from Florence’s year. There are no records for two of them, but the dates given for the three others are corroborated by a newspaper report in one case and in the other two by the US census.


Frank Thornton was the son of a distinguished American naval officer. Rear Admiral Thornton Alexander Jenkins was born in Orange County, Virginia, in 1811 and, sponsored by the wife of President Madison, by the age of sixteen had joined the navy, in which he remained for forty-five years. He fought pirates in Cuba, helped suppress a slave rebellion in Virginia, served in the coastal survey and the lighthouse service, and patrolled the seas in the war with Mexico. His moment arrived in the Civil War. He came under considerable pressure from an elderly relative who was congressman for Virginia to side with his native slave-owning state. Instead, he performed secret work for President Lincoln before, despite being wounded, taking a significant commanding role in the defeat of the Confederate navy in the Gulf of Mexico. Admiral Farragut, under whom he served, praised his zeal and fidelity. He was promoted to rear admiral in 1870 and retired three years later.


Like Florence’s father, such a man of substance measured out his position in memberships, and they reveal the pattern of his interests. Rear Admiral Jenkins was a member of the Naval Lyceum, the historical societies of America, Virginia and Sioux City, Iowa, societies in Washington devoted to philosophy, biology and anthropology, and Boston’s Economic Society. A photograph taken in later life shows a much-decorated figure in uniform, wearing a white beard and with a stern look to his deeply shaded eyes. In his later years he was content to read omnivorously and correspond with distant cousins in Wales.


The rear admiral had been through more than one marital campaign too. Jenkins’s first wife died soon after bearing him a second child in 1840. Her family was wealthy enough for Jenkins, inheriting his wife’s portion upon his father-in-law’s death in the same year, to buy a significant property in Maryland. (His association with her relatives turned vexatious. In 1858 he was opposed by them in a Baltimore court.)


In 1848 he married well again. Elizabeth Gwynn was the daughter of Gilbert R. Thornton, who during the Civil War would act as the Massachusetts paymaster-general responsible for remunerating soldiers in the state. Florence’s future husband was the second issue of the marriage, born four years later. Frank and his younger brother Presley were outflanked by sisters. There were three above them and three more below.


As he grew up Frank saw little of his father, who was at sea and, by the time Frank was nine, at war. Just after the Civil War his mother died in her mid-forties, when Frank was thirteen. He was the oldest young male in an overwhelmingly feminine household. Naturally he had no other destiny but the US Navy. In 1869 at the age of seventeen he was appointed by President Grant himself as a cadet to the Naval Academy in Annapolis, Maryland. Three months later he passed his examination and entered the Academy proper as a midshipman. But then another nine months on he went absent without leave and was dropped from the rolls of the Academy. The story of his ejection travelled from Maryland to Washington to Philadelphia where it made the front page of the Evening Telegraph. His failure could not have been made more humiliatingly public. Even the US census seemed to disapprove: when the enumerator visited the home of the rear admiral that August, Francis became one of the teeming sorority himself: he was listed as female.


He went back to school. As a safer option he chose to study medicine at the University of Pennsylvania but he was a slow student and it took him a whole decade to qualify. He graduated in 1880, when the census found him restored to his correct gender and able finally to describe himself as a physician. He was living in a boarding house along with a dentist and a carpenter (although, curiously, when the census was completed for his father’s house in Washington a week later he was also listed there, alongside four sisters and three female servants). Not that he managed to find any sort of employment in the medical profession. Instead he clambered onto a low rung of the Lighthouse Engineers of Philadelphia, a job he almost certainly secured via paternal influence.


While Frank’s younger brother Presley attended the United States Military Academy at West Point, the sisters busied themselves in marrying into the military. Virginia’s husband was the eminent military engineer Colonel (later General) Peter Hains, who was much lauded for designing the Tidal Basin, which helped control the flow of the Potomac into the heart of Washington, DC. He had just taken on this appointment in 1882. An interview in the National Republican talked admiringly of his spare build, broad shoulders, clean-cut features and clear blue eyes. In the same year Frank’s youngest sister Nettie married a hero. Lieutenant George Converse, the son of an Ohio congressman, had lost an eye in a skirmish with the Apaches in Arizona (a ‘splendid fight’, said the National Republican). In the same encounter one of the groomsmen had suffered a severe wound to the arm. The guests at the private wedding, an Episcopalian ceremony conducted by a cousin of the bride, were officers of the infantry, cavalry and navy. When he went up for early retirement two years later, Converse was described as ‘a gallant young officer who lost his eye, and almost his life, from an Apache bullet’. At this grand society wedding, Frank must have felt like the only young male neither togged up in a glamorous uniform nor gloriously wounded in the service of his country.


A year later, as he audited his first thirty years, he found little cause for pride. Thrown out of the navy, unwanted in the medical profession and bundled into a clerical job, his chances of basking in the triumph of a great public wedding to a society bride were minuscule. A vulnerable, grief-stricken fourteen-year-old girl was far less likely to discern in him the lineaments of failure. Perhaps her father’s position and wealth increased Florence’s attractiveness. It’s possible that Florence hurled herself at Frank, and demanded that he rescue her. But the responsibility for what happened next lies with him. The logistics of arranging an elopement of such a young girl – by post, or by personal messenger, and at such a time – suggest that Frank was adept at conniving but incapable of imagining the consequences of such a drastic breach in the etiquette of courting.


There was no public announcement of the wedding. It was highly unusual for newspapers, eagle-eyed in their cataloguing of movements in society, to overlook the union of an admiral’s son and the daughter of a prominent barrister. The marriage has an impetuous and furtive look. As Florence later told the story, her father promptly disinherited her. She certainly wasn’t seen in Wilkes-Barre for a year.


She was more welcome at the rear admiral’s grand household on 2115 Pennsylvania Avenue – ‘America’s main street’. Under its roof Florence found an abundance of new in-laws. Two of her new sisters-in-law were a whole generation older than her, but she had one new relative who was closer in age and, more importantly, in spirit. Alice, five years Frank’s junior, had attended the Moravian Seminary, and she was musical. At that moment she was thriving as a composer. Three of her works – a waltz titled ‘Contentment’, a serenade for a tenor (‘Parting’) dedicated to a young naval ensign, and a lively galop named after a fast young thing called ‘Carolyn’ – all went to press in 1883. ‘The character of the work,’ purred the National Republican, ‘speaks well for the musical culture of this city.’ There were also three boys closer to her own age: the young Hains brothers John, Thornton and Peter, who were the sons of Colonel Hains and Frank’s much older half-sister Virginia.


The newly-weds settled in Philadelpia. Florence’s new metropolitan home had rather more to excite the fantasies of a cultured young woman than Wilkes-Barre. Philadelphia was conscious of its history. It was in Philadelphia that the Founding Fathers met to sign the Declaration of Independence by which thirteen American colonies seceded from the British Empire. The text was ratified by the Continental Congress in the city on 4 July 1776. Eleven years later the US Constitution was drafted in Philadelphia. Its deep revolutionary roots were visible in the largest concentration of eighteenth-century architecture to survive anywhere in America. Among them were the country’s oldest hospital and oldest theatre and, in the Academy of Music, the US’s long-surviving opera house. Then there was Independence Hall, host to the great events of the country’s foundation, where the cracked Liberty Bell resided on the ground floor, with the inscription from Leviticus incised into its flank: ‘Proclaim Liberty Throughout All the Land Unto All the Inhabitants thereof.’
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