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  The Cast of Characters


 CHISWELL DABNEY LANGHORNE (1843-1919), known as “Chillie,” pronounced “Shilly”; patriarch of the Langhorne family; railroad entrepreneur, sometime tobacco auctioneer. Husband of Nanaire.


 NANCY WITCHER KEENE LANGHORNE, “Nanaire” (1848-1903), wife of Chillie Langhorne, whom she married in 1864.


 


 Their children in order of age:


 LIZZIE (1867-1914) married Moncure Perkins in 1885; three children: Chiswell (Chillie), Nancy, Alice.


 KEENE (1869-1916), married Sadie Reynolds.


 IRENE (1873-1956) married the artist Charles Dana Gibson (1867-1944), creator of the Gibson Girl; two children: Irene (Babs) and Langhorne.


 HARRY (1874-1907) married Genevieve Peyton.


 NANCY (1879-1964) married Robert Gould Shaw II of Boston (1871-1930), divorced 1903; one child: Bobbie Shaw. Married Waldorf Astor, later 2nd Viscount Astor (1879-1952); five children: Bill, Phyllis (Wissie), David, Michael, John Jacob (Jakie).


 PHYLLIS (1880-1937) married Reginald (Reggie) Brooks November 1901; two children: Peter and David (Winkie); separated in 1912, divorced

 1915. Married Robert Henry Brand (Bob) in 1917; three children: Virginia, Dinah, Jim.


 WILLIAM (Buck) (1886-1938) married Edith Forsyth; five children: Dabney, Phyllis, Harry, Keene, Douglas.


 NORA (1889-1955) married Paul Phipps in 1909; two children: Joyce (later Grenfell) and Tommy; divorced 1931. Married Maurice Bennet Flynn (“Lefty”) in 1932.


 


 Other main characters, in the order that their names first appear in the book:


 ALICE WINN (b. 1902), younger daughter of Lizzie.


 BOB BRAND (Robert Henry Brand) (1878-1963), later 1st Lord Brand of Eydon. Member of Milner’s Kindergarten and the Round Table, economist and banker, married Phyllis in 1917. Grandfather of the author.


 BOBBIE SHAW (Robert Gould Shaw) (1898-1970), only son of Nancy and Robert (“Bob”) Shaw of Boston.


 CHARLES DANA GIBSON (1867-1944), artist and illustrator, creator of the Gibson Girl, married Irene in 1895.


 DAVID ASTOR (b. 1912), Nancy and Waldorf’s second son, later editor of the Observer.


 DINAH BRIDGE (1920-1998), younger daughter of Phyllis; mother of the author.


 HENRY DOUGLAS PENNANT (1876-1915), the “Captain.” Soldier and trophy shooter, younger son of Baron Penrhyn.


 JIM BRAND (1924-1945), only son of Phyllis and Bob Brand.


 LEFTY FLYNN (1880-1950), former Yale football star, silent screen actor, and Nora’s second husband.


 MICHAEL ASTOR (1916-1980), Nancy and Waldorf’s third son, author of Tribal Feeling.


 MONCURE PERKINS (1861-1914), Lizzie’s husband, father of Nancy Lancaster and Alice Winn.


 NANCY LANCASTER (1897-1994), Lizzie’s eldest daughter, gardener and decorator, who married (1) Henry Field, (2) Ronnie Tree, and (3) Juby Lancaster.


 PAUL PHIPPS (1880-1953), Nora’s first husband, father of Joyce Grenfell and Tommy Phipps.


 PETER BROOKS (1902-1944), eldest son of Phyllis and her first husband, Reggie Brooks.


 PHILIP KERR (1882-1940), later 11th Marquis of Lothian. Member of Milner’s Kindergarten and the Round Table; British Ambassador to the United States, 1939-1940.


 REGGIE BROOKS (1876-1945), Phyllis’s first husband; father of Peter and Winkie Brooks.


 WINKIE BROOKS (1910-1936), Phyllis’s second son with Reggie Brooks.


 WISSIE (PHYLLIS) ASTOR, later Countess of Ancaster (1909-1975), only daughter of Nancy and Waldorf.
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 1


 The Langhornes


 THE LANGHORNE SISTERS of Virginia were a phenomenon in America, in the South and then in the North, long before the third of Chillie Langhorne’s five daughters crossed the Atlantic and became, as Nancy Astor, in 1919, the first woman to take her seat in the British Parliament. For a decade or two after that, she was probably the most famous woman in the world. Nancy, in turn, had grown up in the shadow of her elder sister Irene. It was Irene who had first projected the sisterhood into the public imagination when she emerged in 1890 in Virginia, aged seventeen, as the last great Southern Belle; two years later, she was the first to go north since the Civil War, to lead the debutante balls. She married, in 1895, the illustrator Charles Dana Gibson, creator of the Gibson Girl, into whose image Irene merged, thus achieving celebrity comparable now only in movie star or supermodel terms. Irene’s rise to fame coincided with the moment that Chillie Langhorne, the patriarch of this family, who was born into the old Virginian squirearchy, a class ruined—like every other in Virginia—by the war, made a sudden fortune on the railroads and rescued his family from twenty-five years of poverty and hardship in the years of Reconstruction.


 Langhorne installed his family at Mirador, a colonnaded house at the foot of the Blue Ridge Mountains, where the younger children, Nancy and her closest sister, Phyllis, Nora, and Buck, grew up. For the northern admirers who came down on the train to propose to Irene and to inspect this glamorous family, the setting was important in the Langhorne sisters’ myth. It was a long way from the overcrowded four-room bungalow in Danville, where most of them were born and spent their early childhood; or the dusty streets of funereal Richmond, where they had moved from one rented house to another. It was a sudden transformation—and a rare one for Virginians at the time.


 Nancy and, soon afterward, Phyllis, barely out of their teens, and both beauties to rival Irene, followed their elder sister north, encouraged by their father and their mother, Nanaire, to escape the poverty trap in Richmond. Both made disastrous first marriages to idle, hard-drinking northern millionaires, and both made their retreat from this further humiliation by the Yankees, across the Atlantic to England—a place of “homecoming,” as they saw it—where Irene and Dana, on their grand tours, had already become assimilated into Edwardian royal circles. Nancy and Phyllis, both brilliant and fearless riders, shipped their horses from Virginia and first made their mark on English society on the hunting fields of Leicestershire. Within two years, having turned down many titled suitors, Nancy in 1906 married Waldorf Astor, whose father, William Waldorf Astor, had settled in England and who was considered then the richest man in the world. Later, Phyllis, who had taken longer to extract herself from her own first husband, married Bob Brand, Oxford scholar, economic expert, and intellectual, known since he was a young imperial civil servant as “The Wisest Man in the Empire.”


 Nancy and Phyllis found themselves in highly unpredictable circumstances, at the center of English politics and power, changing one vanishing world for another. But it was Nancy who drove the bandwagon, first by effortlessly conquering Edwardian society and the literary world and then by moving into politics from her base, with Waldorf, at Cliveden, their great house by the Thames. Under Nancy, even before the First World War, Cliveden had become a hothouse of political power that embraced both government and opposition, as well as Anglo-American intrigue.


 Nora, the youngest, wayward sister, was in turn forced from Mirador and across the water to England by Nancy and Phyllis, who hoped to tame her with a good English marriage, under their supervision. She arrived after a series of romantic episodes that kept the family constantly on the edge of scandal, and that continued even more scandalously after her marriage. (Part of Nora’s claim on history, later on, was the fame of her daughter, the actress and comedienne Joyce Grenfell.) Of the sisters, only Lizzie, the eldest, born in 1867 soon after the war, who had married a Virginian, was left behind in this extraordinary exercise of mobility and transformation—but she continued, from Richmond, to have her stern effect on the family. The Langhorne boys in the family, Keene, Harry, and the youngest child, Buck, were no match for their formidable sisters, to whom their father had been more lenient. Keene and Harry succumbed to tuberculosis at a young age, aggravated by alcohol and much time spent “spreeing” in the mountains, trying to get away from their father’s dominating control. Buck, a man of immense popularity in Virginia, survived these same afflictions for longer. He lived the pleasurable life of an eighteenth-century squire on a remote farm near the James River, “the only man I know,” said his father, “who inherited a self running farm.”


 


 The lives of the Langhorne sisters spanned one hundred years, from the birth of Lizzie to the death of Nancy in 1964; from the end of the Civil War, through the traumas of Reconstruction, to Edwardian England; the politics and turbulence of the

 1920s and 1930s, through the Second World War to the early 1960s. So enduring was the Langhorne sisters’ myth that when Irene visited the White House in April 1945, a few days before Roosevelt died, and forty years after Nancy had married Waldorf Astor, Eleanor Roosevelt wrote in her newspaper column, “The younger members of the family were fascinated by her, because she is still the Gibson Girl of her husband’s drawings; and though some of the youngsters had never heard of the Gibson Girl, they fell a victim to her charm of manner and beauty. All of the Langhorne sisters are people one has to notice!” The sisters left an exceptional legacy of correspondence—many thousands of letters, most of which had lain in a large black trunk, barely disturbed since my grandfather, Bob Brand, husband of Phyllis, had collected them in the early 1950s, as part of the process of grief after Phyllis’s premature death. They tell the intimate story of these sisters and their odyssey on both sides of the Atlantic, of fame, fortune, and often of tragedy. The immense detail contained in this historical archive also provides a rare picture of the era—part nineteenth century, part twentieth—in which they lived.


 


 “Nothing could be quite as lovely as that,” Nancy wrote about the Virginia of her youth some years before she died and after a lifetime in some of the finest houses in England. It was the Virginia of better days that she was remembering; the years of her teens when her father, Chillie Langhorne, had struck his bonanza collaborating with the Yankees. He had bought Mirador with this quite sudden wealth, as a summer place—a colonial red-brick house with a farm, near Charlottesville, whose back porch looked across apple orchards and up a long gentle slope toward the Blue Ridge Mountains. It had box hedges along its paths, smokehouses for the hams, dark green shutters on its Georgian windows, a fine cobbled stableyard. In Mirador, Chillie Langhorne had re-created a world belonging to the sentimental novels of the 1830s, years after the war that had devastated Virginia. None of the sisters ever quite got over the idyllic idea of Mirador, and yet they abandoned it, despite the communal wealth at their disposal. But like many families with a sense of themselves, they had invested it with a symbolic importance beyond its natural beauty. Its importance was that it had created the Langhorne sisters.


 Nancy was eleven when Irene, aged seventeen and “bewitching” to look at, was led by a beau on to the dance floor at White Sulphur Springs and declared a Belle in her own right—a Cinderella-like transformation. The Golden Age of the Belle lasted for thirty years, from the end of the Civil War to the appearance of Irene. The system was taken immensely seriously in Virginia. It was a highly institutionalized fantasy, a means of foiling the memory of defeat, of ignoring poverty, of turning the clock back to some imagined 1840, of defending the inviolable purity of the white southern girl in the face of forced emancipation and Reconstruction. It was a lifeline of self-esteem. Irene capped this by taking herself north—Mr. Langhorne was glad to bury the hatchet—and leading the New York balls, and then by marrying Charles Dana Gibson. He had created the “Gibson Girl” in 1890, five years before he married Irene. Her image—the upturned nose, what the poet Thom Gunn called her “sporty jaw,” the slender waist, the slightly disdainful look of the new emancipated woman—looked remarkably like Irene. Gibson had created the first nationwide fashion frenzy and he had become a cult figure himself, mobbed for his autograph. Their wedding in Richmond was an affair of American royalty and was seen as another symbolic end to the North/South hostilities. Irene became the Gibson Girl, the icon of the young American woman that gripped magazine readers for two more decades. She had turned the vanishing Southern Belle into a modern media fantasy. She then settled down with Dana Gibson to be immortal, fixed in the moment of her fame, as the world changed about her.


 The eldest sister, Lizzie, had borne the brunt with her parents of those twenty years since the war and resented the Yankee beaux coming down in droves, in private railroad cars, to get a fashionable taste of the South and to propose to Irene. In Lizzie’s time, no one went north from Virginia, it was unheard-of. When Nancy and Phyllis were small children, the family had lived in Danville, with seven children and destitute relations crammed into four rooms. Their mother, Nanaire, had eleven children, “all of them unwanted,” Nancy liked to say, most of them born under these harsh conditions. Three died in infancy after Lizzie was born. Later, Lizzie helped Nanaire to raise the remaining four, and in contrast to Nanaire, she did it severely and was forever resented for it by her siblings. She never enjoyed the pleasures of a Mirador childhood. Before the Langhorne fortunes had changed, she married a Virginian, Moncure Perkins—an option all of the others avoided—and was the only one to remain there, despite the mystical attachment to it that the other sisters claimed all their lives. Lizzie belonged to the old Richmond of Reconstruction, of black-veiled war widows, drunken husbands, winter mud and summer dust, of obsession with genealogy and, above all, with talk. It was a place rebuilt out of rubble in late Victorian style, of mahogany furniture and gas lamps, of deep conservatism, of cultivation and shabbiness, and close-knit pride where everybody knew everyone else on the ten blocks where they all lived. Lizzie became sad, somewhat embittered by the way her sisters treated her, and ended up fatally dependent on Nancy’s controlling purse strings.


 In Irene’s wake, Nancy, Phyllis, and later Nora, the youngest sister, began to exercise what their mother called

 “the right of every Langhorne daughter to become a Belle.” They became famous in succession. Chillie had taught Nancy and Phyllis to ride, bareback at first, to jump the steep Virginia snake fences and to break and train yearlings, to be fearless, to take “excessive” risks. The combination of beauty and brilliance on the hunting field—Phyllis became the best rider of her generation—gave them an advantage of mobility never lost on the sisters in later times. They were helped, too, by the wave of admiration and forgiveness toward the South that followed Reconstruction, and the northern fantasies of an old and gracious world, “distinguished” and “aristocratic.” Industrialists and carpetbaggers were sending their daughters to the spas in white flannel blazers to teach them how to be Belles, imagining a pageant of southern chivalry. By the time they had appropriated “Belledom,” it was all over. The Langhorne sisters had gone north, where every appearance at a horse show or a ball and certainly each engagement or marriage was a sensation reported in the New York Times.


 There was nothing self-conscious about the way the Langhornes carried on at Mirador. In the Republican political imagination during Reconstruction, Virginians especially were looked on with suspicion as Tories and aristocrats. And the Langhornes had taken effortlessly and naturally to their new wealth, reverting to the old simplicities of rural life of Chillie’s boyhood, of horses and hunting, quail shooting and leisurely farming. Country Virginia was no cotton-growing Georgia, with great plantations and labor gangs. It was Anglophile, gentle, enclosed. It was almost unchanged since the days of Thomas Jefferson at Monticello a hundred years earlier; cultivated, unpretentious, with good food and endless hospitality, and a preoccupation with gardens. Mirador was furnished not with the Victorian mahogany of the Richmond bourgeoisie, but with old Georgian furniture bought cheaply, with mixed cretonne, unfashionable chintz—the walls painted different shades of gray. They danced waltzes and two-steps in the parlor to the fiddle and banjo played by black musicians, and sang in close harmony. They lived closely with their servants, treating them—some of them former slaves—as they would their subordinate relations, calling their nurses “Aunt,” hugging them in the photographs. They lived closely enough to inherit the religious feelings and diurnal superstitions of their black staff, and to adopt their particular humor and sense of the ridiculous. It was built in to the Langhorne style. They liked performing, too—especially Chillie, the tempestuous, all-protecting patriarch “who kept them all in stitches with his plantation songs, his dancing and inspired high jinks.” “The Langhornes are like street musicians,” a Chicago psychiatrist who knew the family said some years later. “They entertain you whether you ask them to or not.” They were clannish, quick, merciless with each other, battering out vanities with their cruel games of “truth” that, to the amazement of visitors, brought sounds of terrible weeping from behind closed doors, followed by hysterical laughter. “We were fitted for battling in our family,” Phyllis wrote. The M in Mirador, she said, stood for misery as well as mirth.


 The Langhornes seemed to have invented themselves through this collective mystique of sisterhood. To outsiders, they were fascinating and impenetrable, giving the impression that no one would ever get as close to them as they were to each other. It was this relationship that anchored their lives, that produced the glamour and excitement for the strings of admirers who fell in love with each or all of them. They gave off the sense that they were set apart, even unique. They were thought of in the plural long after their separate careers were a matter of history. They produced this effect in part because each of them had such a strong sense of her own identity. They were starkly different types: Lizzie, the strict pioneer figure, of stern elegance and Puritan disapproval; Irene, passive and golden, the image of what men expected from women of that era—unintellectual, chaste but flirtatious, stately and amusing—was the eternal Belle and the most ready victim of her sisters’ wit. Nora, the youngest, was the eternal child. Dreamy, disorganized, and unschooled, she was talented—a brilliant mimic and inventor of skits, a talent inherited by her daughter—with a romantic smoky singing voice that she accompanied on the ukulele and guitar. She was physically the most alluring as well as the kindest-hearted of them all. She was also free with her favors, unable to tell the truth and irresponsible with money. Her life, punctuated with seductions and boltings, debts and broken appointments, was a charmed one until her last years, successfully devoted to making sure everyone had a good time. She said of herself that she had “a heart like a hotel.” One of her beaux added, “And every room was full.” Of all the sisters, she was considered the best company, the cosiest and most reassuring, and to children she was enchanting. “If you had half an hour to spend on earth, you’d spend it with Aunt Nora,” said one of her nieces. “Then,” she added, breaking the metaphor, “you wouldn’t see her for a year.”


 Nancy, the most flamboyant of them all, represented power—an irresistible force of nature, bred in the Blue Ridge Mountains. It was turned loose initially on the stuffy Edwardian ruling class of England, and then on the House of Commons, and finally, with more devastating effect, on her own family. This innate “power engine” enabled Nancy, at first, to cut her way through life with astonishing facility, although it disguised frailties in her psyche. She had many weapons at her disposal, beyond the fact of her married wealth and the grandeur of Cliveden. There was certainly a touch of genius to her wit and verbal speed, her intuition. She was the most compelling performer in a family bred on spontaneous performing. Nora was brilliant in her way, but Nancy was gifted with the attributes of an anarchic, radical comedian: lack of caution, deadly mimicry, comic timing, an uncanny intuition for hitting the weak nerve, for “divining your inmost thought,” as Bob Brand wrote of her. She was gifted, too, with a rare social fearlessness unknown in Edwardian England. Nancy said to a pompous British Cabinet minister at Cliveden, having got the attention of the whole table, “I know your wife thought you were a bore when she married you, because she told me so, but nobody could have thought you’d be as bad as this.” The rest of her guests, who had been saying this behind his back, were convulsed with laughter. And the minister’s vanity was flattered by this apparent display of intimacy. A less-gifted performer would never have got away with it, and even Nancy sometimes failed. She could be prejudiced, bullying, deliberately tactless; she could act, as one of her relations described it, with the instincts of a gangster. Even this could be exciting in the way that it could instantly transform situations; her behavior was always a guarantee against boredom, pomposity, convention. Nancy had a passion for meeting people, and it was this cheek and directness that enabled her to connect instantly with people she wanted to get on terms with, her “betters,” as she called them. She had long and loyal friendships with Arthur Balfour, the last of the great aristocratic Tory prime ministers; with George Bernard Shaw; with Sean O’Casey, the Irish Communist playwright, with whom she corresponded for forty years; and with T. E. Lawrence, none of whom were bullyable types needing her patronage.


 Nancy got almost everything in life through her wit—she never used her beauty for flirtation, as an instrument of power—but also through an incomparable courage, a combination used to powerful effect on the political hustings. They enabled her to hold on to a largely working-class constituency for twenty-five years of political turbulence, as the first woman MP; and they helped her to withstand the battery of male resentment that greeted her in Parliament for many years after she took her seat. Nancy had no reflective power; she was often wildly wrong in her political judgments. She relied entirely on instinct; she saw herself as a “fighting woman” from Virginia. If she could sense a nerve to attack, often leaving her victims speechless in disbelief, Nancy could also empathize with suffering almost to the point of feeling it herself. Then she would act—an engine of kindness—putting into gear the vast resources at her disposal of money and secretaries. There appeared to be no limit to her generosity or the number of people, famous or obscure, who benefited from it.


 But the sister who had the deepest emotional effect on those around her, particularly on men, was Phyllis, eighteen months younger than Nancy. When the beaux were courting, Nancy remembered, “They liked me but it was Phyllis they always fell in love with.” Such charm as she had is indefinable, but clearly she possessed it. Feminine, sympathetic, there was a luminous quality to her beauty, a melancholy in her nature, a “minor key,” as her sisters called it, and a streak of introversion so foreign to her father and her siblings. She radiated some mixture of love and goodness along with the connecting Langhorne gaiety. She was musical, a brilliant horsewoman and huntress. She was also the most popular within her family, except with her father, who disliked her reticence and her need for solitude, and liked to watch the tears swell “like diamonds” in her eyes when he made her cry. Of all Nancy’s contemporaries, including husbands and admirers, Phyllis was the only person Nancy loved her entire life. She loved her with such a passionate longing that at times it seemed as if Nancy’s other attachments were an exhausting duty and challenge. It was to Phyllis that Nancy confided, in her early letters from Cliveden, the panic she felt having married into the Astor clan, the longing to be back at Mirador, and her grief, which lasted for twenty years, for her mother’s death. Only Nancy knew, for some years, of Phyllis’s great and secret romance with a captain in the Grenadier Guards, and the many sadnesses of her life.


 Phyllis and Nancy, whose lives are the center of this story, appear at first to represent opposite, complementary forces. If Nancy represented elemental power, Phyllis, at least in Nancy’s eyes, stood for the inner life Nancy had always longed for and never achieved, despite her fanatical, and, to Phyllis, incomprehensible, devotion to Christian Science. These were the qualities Nancy missed after the death of Nanaire, her idol of long-suffering selflessness and the driving force for the great crusade of “goodness” that dominated her life. “Every day I pray that I shall be really spiritual and that I’ll be able to raise the dead,” Nancy confessed to a clergyman friend,

 “then I go out and all I do is raise hell.” Despite her bountiful compassionate heart, Nancy never acquired the gift of selfless love, a virtue that she exhorted on others and carried as her banner. She never understood why Nanaire’s rewards—total devotion from her children—had eluded her. She had assumed exclusive rights of ownership over them for many years with a clear conscience, believing she was doing God’s work, and that they were better off under her improving wing. She tried to exercise these rights over her sisters, too, particularly Phyllis. Having wanted to be like her saintly mother, Nanaire, she became more like her father, the irascible, tempestuous Chillie Langhorne, whose bullying ways she had always despised. (His full name was Chiswell Dabney Langhorne, known and pronounced “Shilly Langan.”)


 Nancy and Phyllis nevertheless had similarities of character rooted in their inheritance, which led them into the same damaging move encouraged by their father, marrying their northern millionaires, by whom they had children and whom they then divorced. Chillie Langhorne’s instructions were contradictory: to be a Belle but also to make your own destiny. Both sisters reinvented their lives as far away from their first husbands as possible, believing they could close the door on the past not only for themselves but for their children, too. These parallel mistakes led ultimately to catastrophe in their family lives. The men they married or drew into their orbit in England were, this time, the brightest and the best, high-minded reformers and idealists closely connected with power who saw their great task as nothing less than federating the old Empire, and forging an imagined Pax Americana-Britannica, a civilizing, global rule of law that would end nationalism, the arms race, war itself. They belonged to the generation from before 1914, brought up in public schools and Oxford quadrangles, the last to believe that they were dealing with a rational, perfectible world, ready to stabilize itself into an ordered system under British and American guidance. Their plans were swept away by two world wars and economic collapse, the momentous upheavals of the century that also deeply affected their personal lives.


 I grew up, for much of my holiday childhood, in the house of my grandfather, Bob Brand. He had married Phyllis, my grandmother, in 1917. In 1928, they moved to Eydon Hall, an elegant Palladian house with an antebellum feel, in the heart of Northamptonshire. It was bought to remind Phyllis of Mirador, and to put her in the best hunting country, or what my grandfather, brought up in Hertfordshire, called “a real grass country”: she was subject to bouts of melancholy, for which hunting was her one sure antidote. Her premature death in 1937 was a catastrophe for my grandfather, whose marriage had been a love affair sustained for twenty years, a love hard won and the only one in his life. In the twenty-five years he still had to live, he never got over his grief, and wrote in the pages he filled trying to make sense of it that when she died, “everything lovely had left my life.” He had been living, since, “in a spiritual half world.” Yet for him there was further tragedy to come.


 By the end of the Second World War, when he returned to England from Washington, where he had also served in a key role for his country in the First World War, Bob Brand had become something of a hero of his times. The Wisest Man had lived up to his name, in part for his clear-sightedness and his predictions, which had all tragically come to pass. In the Paris Peace Conference of 1919, he was almost a lone voice in trying to persuade the Allies to drop punitive reparations demands on the Germans, warning of ruin and hyperinflation. When it came, in the 1920s and 1930s, he fought, again in vain, to get the bankers and governments to stabilize the mark. As early as 1936, he predicted—because he had watched the consequent rise of Nazism in Berlin—that we would have to fight Hitler in a war and urged his friends and his countrymen to rearm to prevent it. His warnings were ignored on all sides and by all the parties. When it was announced that his government had given him a peerage in 1946, the Washington Post took the exceptional step of writing a leader with the title “Honoring Mr. Brand”—praising him for his achievements. “Even more outstanding and precious,” it read, “is his record of friendships made…. Americans who have come into contact with Mr. Brand prize his friendship. It is restful to meet a man who is so sweetly reasonable, so devoid of dogmatism, so willing to learn and to share what he knows, and is so unobtrusive.” One of these friends was Felix Frankfurter, justice of the Supreme Court, adviser to presidents from Wilson to Roosevelt, who later wrote of “that gentle and wise man”: “Not one of the so-called private and unofficial ambassadors active in promoting harmonious Anglo-American relations was more effective or more welcome than Lord Brand was in his quiet way.”


 Before he left America, Bob Brand paid a last visit to Mirador, sat in the garden, and wrote to Nancy: “Not a soul here. The house shut…. I have never felt such a ghost. When I think of two generations of gaiety laughter beauty here & now silence. This morning early the dove was softly mourning. This is a sound that whenever I hear it brings back to me hot mornings at Mirador when I first was in love with Phyl and when there was warmth and love and ease and happiness before me, and the smell of honeysuckle, an indescribable mixture that marks this time out from any other in my life and when Virginia became, as it remains, the truly romantic spot in the whole world. Everything passes, everything changes and God knows what we are or why we are here. Some moments have made life worth living. But they are all gone except in memory and when I think of the names in the Mirador visiting book I wonder why I am still alive.”


 To his grandchildren, too, Bob Brand was a man of great benevolence and sweetness of nature who looked at you through the same rimless glasses he had worn to the Paris Peace Conference of 1919. I remember his heavy corduroys, the thistle-cutter he carried, the black beret he wore as he took me on walks around his barely mechanized farm. Very little in the house had changed since Phyllis’s death. He had kept it that way, seeing no point in doing otherwise. The house in some ways was a shrine to Phyllis—her saddles and bridles were locked in a tackroom in the stableyard, untouched and unused after her death. Her boudoir, a pretty room in a bow on the side of the house, with a desk, an Adam fireplace, armchairs, was also kept locked and unused, the plain silk curtains gradually falling apart. Elsewhere, the décor hadn’t changed since she created it, and the lightness and grace of the architecture still reflected her southern taste, her furniture and paint. It was unlike any other house in the district, and one of the prettiest I have seen in England, to this day. My grandfather lived alone here, with a few members of the prewar staff, including the retired butler, Mr. Blyth, a man of eccentric informality compared to his peers in that formal profession. Phyllis had employed him in 1922 and had written to her husband, “He is the greatest treasure we have got.” Nancy discovered that Phyllis had found the only butler in England who had the natural familiarity of the black staff at Mirador. Mr. Blyth could hardly move when I knew him, and I acted as his bicycle courier, riding to the pub for his cigarettes.


 In contrast to Bob Brand’s air of gravitas, there was nobody in my childhood who was as frightening, as exciting, or as powerful as my aunt Nancy: By then she was Bob’s last contact with the world and the events they had shared so intensely. Each summer, my mother would take my sister and myself to visit Rest Harrow, her house by the sea at Sandwich in Kent. There were many cousins of my age and it was a holiday we eagerly anticipated: bicycles on the empty flat roads, evening cricket, the beach only a few yards from its deeply pebbled front door, the night sound of waves from the dormitory bedrooms, the drama of ships stranded quite close to the shore on the treacherous Goodwin Sands, whose distress could be examined through binoculars from the balcony. The Goodwin lightship wailed all night in the fog. It was the cleanest house I had ever visited—the smell of polish and wax and Jeyes Fluid, a forgotten product of delicious-smelling cleanliness, on the brown linoleum of the back stairs, the flowers in the sitting rooms. Above all, there was the presence of Aunt Nancy, who controlled everybody’s lives. She was small and neat, with a sprig of lemon-scented verbena pinned to her brooch, and almost always holding a golf club. She gave out dark caramels from America (rationing was still in force) and would slip into imitations and mockeries, putting in false teeth, inventing wild games. In the morning, we would go to her bedroom to be given her version of a Christian Science lesson. Bibles were strewn about the bed, the text for the day marked and ready. I remember the rapid, repetitive delivery, her face covered in cold cream: “Man is made in the image and likeness of God.” “Hold up your shoulders” was a frequent order from Nancy, often a form of greeting, and “Hold on to the Truth” or “Hold the Right Thought” her parting cautions. She radiated excitement and protection. She could also make you cry, quickly and brutally. Visiting children were often startled. One of my playmates, introduced to Lady Astor, was lightly poked in the chest with the greeting, “I hear you’re a horrible little boy.” He turned against her forever. I remember the alarm when she turned on me, catching me trying to conceal a piece of, to me, foul-tasting grouse in my napkin under the table, at one of her grand lunches. “What are you doin’?” There was a rush of words and then,“You’re just as bad as that terrible father of yours….” My American father was in disgrace for his divorce and was struggling against alcohol—so embodying two of Nancy’s most fervent and lifelong denouncements. But he, too, ended up her devoted admirer and she treated him with punctilious kindness.


 Nancy had by now alarmed two generations of children with her sudden wheeling attacks. Her son Michael wrote of the trick of survival he had learned during his childhood at Cliveden, the house by the Thames where Nancy had ruled since 1906: always to keep the battle fluid when it was launched unexpectedly, above all to avoid being cornered. There was no question that she enjoyed reducing single children to tears as much as driving them, en masse, to a frenzy of excitement. They were often too young to know that this was her form of communication; that it came from affection, never from dislike. Her tactic, with grown-ups, too, was to strike at the exposed nerve, the one that only she could see with her uncanny instinct, and then to sting again before the victim had time to react. As they were ready to walk off, she would wheedle and charm them into what would often turn into long-term friendship. But, by now, in the 1950s, Nancy, in her seventies, had lost her touch. It was already evident before the war, when her performance in Parliament had become garrulous and open to ridicule. The speed and timing had gone, leaving a blunter weapon in its place. She was warring with her children, having pushed them away with her overweening possessiveness. She was like a damaged prizefighter; the fearlessness after all those years of holding her corner was giving way to cantankerousness. Her son Jakie, taking her face in both hands, said to her, “The trouble with you, Mama, is that the engine’s working perfectly but the steering’s gone.” Yet, as with a prizefighter, much of the footwork and magic was still visible, and no one who knew her well, even the children who had suffered her near-criminal record as a parent, put the score against her.


 Both Bob Brand and Nancy were still alive when, in my teens, I was old enough to take in the Langhorne sisters’ myth. “Gaiety, laughter, high spirits, spontaneity,” was what they were said to have had in such abundance. Bob Brand wrote of “an exceptional fascination and charm which I have never known equalled in any family.” They seemed to have set an unmatchable standard for it. And there was the sense of Mirador—pictures of it abounded—as a lost paradise from where we all came. The legacy of Phyllis having chosen Northamptonshire for foxhunting was that we, her grandchildren, were brought up in a world of hunter trials, point-to-points, and pony club balls, where little had changed across three generations. This was just before teenage rebellion and rock and roll, when adolescents still tried to emulate their parents in their dress and their pastimes. Horse talk was the only conversation I remember with any outsider, particularly with girls at the orange juice balls in the drafty town halls of the Cotswolds. It was a very conventional world. Nobody hugged their servants in Northamptonshire or sang in close harmony, as far as I knew. Most of my relations with Langhorne blood in England did seem refreshingly different, even exotic, compared with the stiff English landed gentry. Their Virginian accent was light and resonant, a chime, not a drawl, but still with the declamatory southern cadence suited to storytelling. (This was not the case with their brothers. In the Waldorf Astoria, Buck Langhorne’s next-door neighbor heard raucous black voices in the next room and complained to the manager, to be told that the gentleman was Lady Astor’s brother and she owned the hotel.) At Haseley, there was Nancy Lancaster, Lizzie’s daughter, a decorating and gardening genius, no less, who flew the Confederate flag from the pediment, and once threatened a bringer of divorce writs with a shotgun through an upper window. In her semidotage, Nancy Astor would stay with her and make uncoordinated remarks to visitors such as, “Do ring my niece often. She adores men,” or, conversely, “Pay no attention to my niece. She lies for pleasure.” (Nancy Lancaster, née Perkins, was married successively to Henry Field, Ronnie Tree, and Juby Lancaster. To avoid confusion, I have called her by her last married name throughout the story, the name by which she is best known posthumously and which furnished the title of her biography.)


 One day, my housemaster at Eton burst into my room for one of his surprise visits and asked me if I was descended from the Ziegfeld Follies. I wrote to my grandfather, who replied, “Your grandmother would have been amused by this remark. Possibly Nora her sister might have added to the gaiety of the Z.F. though not your grandmother tho she had every wonderful quality. I don’t know if I have ever shown you the letters I collected on her death here, which was the greatest disaster for me.”


 I didn’t take up his offer until twenty years after he died. In the meantime, the stories of this southern Langhorne legend had settled into an orthodoxy of repetition, partly to do with the Virginian way of oral history—where you can predict the next sentence if you have heard it often enough. Relations wrote privately published books of hagiography. There was an endless looking-back. I began to wonder about the perfection of it all. The rough side of life didn’t seem to bite into the story. I had heard other tales, more shadowy ones: disasters never much discussed. Of my two uncles, Phyllis’s sons from her first marriage, one had fallen or jumped to his death from a hotel bedroom in New York; the other had shot himself in a garage in Miami. As a schoolboy, I would catch glimpses of Bobbie Shaw, Nancy’s son by her first husband. I was fascinated and shocked by his appearance at lunch with Nancy in Eaton Square in 1960. Podgy and creased-looking, he was dressed in a sub-Teddy-boy mix: a long jacket, thick crepe suede shoes, narrow trousers, his hair slicked back and dyed jet-black, his fingers covered in rings, a Cartier watch on his wrist. He smoked Woodbines, the cheapest cigarettes you could obtain, which he kept in a Fabergé cigarette case. He made everybody laugh a great deal, even more than the other relations, and he was startlingly rude to his mother, able to say, apparently with impunity, in what sounded like a cockney accent, “Oh, Mother, do shut up.” He had once been an officer in the Blues—the Royal Horse Guards—and a famous steeplechase rider. He was unlike any other grown-up I had ever met, exotic and extraordinary. Where did he fit into the story?


 I first saw the letters Bob Brand had mentioned, some years before I started working on them, on one of my return visits to Eydon in the early 1980s to stay with my aunt Virginia and uncle, Edward Ford, who had inherited the house when Bob Brand died. They directed me to the disused servants’ hall and to a large black trunk covered in Cunard and White Star steamship stickers. When I first opened it, I saw what looked like two or three thousand envelopes, all neatly packaged and tied with string or with disintegrating rubber bands. Some were dated and sorted; a great quantity lay in random piles. They were letters between the Langhorne sisters, but mostly between Nancy and Phyllis, telling the story of their progress through the century. They included Bob Brand’s entire correspondence with Phyllis from the day they met. They also contained correspondence of another great love affair—that of Phyllis and the Grenadier captain, which Bob Brand had preserved in the collection. He had added some pages of memoir to the collection and, it seemed, instructions to a future storyteller. The letters, he said, would tell the story. He had tried—he had made some attempts—but found that he could go no further. “It is only now that I realise intensely the limitations of the common plain Englishman,” he wrote. “I have no visual imagination, no power of describing what is perhaps indescribable, only a wound in my heart which never seems to heal.”


 Since he had kept everything, the letters in the trunk also contained the story of the next generation, of the children who belonged to the first marriages in America, outsiders to the new lives Phyllis and Nancy created in England. They describe, in their own words, the price these sisters paid for crossing the Atlantic. In different ways, it was their past lives in America, which they had tried to excise from history, that came back to haunt Nancy and Phyllis, particularly their relationships with these American children. Like a classical drama, a chain of events begun in Boston in the early 1900s led to an outcome that Bob Brand couldn’t possibly predict, but which destroyed his family life and his happiness. This tragedy dominates the second half of this story, since it was central to the lives of Nancy and Phyllis—and their relationship lies at the core of the narrative. In Nancy’s case, I have drawn on correspondence between herself and her first child, Bobbie Shaw, that was not in the trunk, and indeed for the rest of the story I have collected material from other archives, as well as from private collections, documents, and many interviews and memoirs.


 The real voices in this book belong to the characters themselves. Most of the letters were not available to Nancy Astor’s biographers and many not gleaned—perhaps on account of her illegible handwriting—from the archives. It is rare to discover such a huge, personal communication between so many close relatives. It could only come out of an age where not only were there two or three posts a day—and this was still the preferred form of communication—but also where a convention existed of returning collections of letters to the senders in times of grief. The process whereby my grandfather managed to collect so many in one place will surely never happen again. They contain the stories of these famous sisters and of the men whose lives they changed, told in their own voices to each other.
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 Mr. Langhorne’s Rock


 IN 1890, THE YEAR IRENE, aged seventeen, had been formally unveiled as a Belle at White Sulphur Springs—changing from a schoolgirl into a local figure of royalty—Chillie Langhorne finally went bust, after all the years of hustling and trying to get ahead in the rock-bottom economy after Reconstruction. One traumatic day, when Nancy was aged eleven and Phyllis ten, they were sitting with their younger siblings on packing cases in Grace Street, in Richmond, their mother in tears preparing to retreat to the country to stay with a cousin near Mechum’s River. Chillie, now getting on for fifty, would board in Richmond and look for work. The house—the best they had in several moves—would be sold, the servants they had grown up with dismissed. It was a dire move even for Richmond, where nobody had any money, and Nanaire, nursing Nora, her eleventh and youngest child, was almost at breaking point. It was the first time they would be homeless since the war, twenty-three years ago. That was the day General Henry T. Douglas, a friend of Chillie’s, who already had a concession with the Chesapeake & Ohio (C&O) railroad company, gave him a contract and he burst into the house in Grace Street shouting, “Hold everything. Hold everything.”


 The fortune-changing moment was told with variations down the years, but the two events always occurred on the same day. Nancy told it again on BBC television when she was eighty-three. It had become a catechism by then, with a touch of the book of Genesis. “And General Douglas said, ‘Chillie what are you doing?’ And my Father said, ‘I’m starving …’” And so on. Chillie Langhorne knew General Douglas from the Maryland Club in Baltimore, where even in lean times he would go looking for company and good food and where the younger men especially would seek him out for entertainment. He was already well known and immensely popular, from Lynchburg to Baltimore, long before this moment, as a storyteller, a formidable poker player, a star at the Confederate reunions. In Danville as a young man, he had become a legend as a tobacco auctioneer, turning the business of selling two bales a minute into a comedy routine, pulling the crowds to his act. At the age of ninety-six, Mrs. Beatty Moore, who knew the Langhorne sisters when she was a young girl, remembered her father and the older people talking about him. “Mr. Langhorne was an auctioneer of tabaccer,” she told me, sitting on her porch, looking over the Chesapeake Bay. “And there was a big rock in Danville on which he stood. It was known as Langhorne’s Rock. Mr. Langhorne was a remarkable man and he was a most amusing man and somebody always had a story on Mr. Langhorne. He wasn’t a tobacco auctioneer for very long but he was a cracking good one.” Nevertheless, this was for many years barely a living.


 Railroading, meanwhile, had been booming in Virginia since 1880. The old lines, four of which touched on Richmond from before the war, were expanding, financed by northern money and a riot of corrupt privatization in the Virginia legislature—the selling off of the state’s prewar railroad stock. Rich coal deposits had been found in the southwest of the state, which resulted in a new line being constructed from Richmond to Newport News, a small town about to be transformed into one of the world’s biggest coal ports. Northern investors were pouring money into Virginia and exporting the profits.


 The key to the meeting with General Douglas—omitted from family accounts—was the labor problem. Chillie Langhorne had an advantage over the opposition, the Yankee managers, whatever his ignorance of railroads: he was a skilled employer. He knew how to “kid along,” as he called it, the black labor force, which was both nomadic, after the war and emancipation, and in a state of near mutiny at their barely improved conditions as wage earners. The occasional labor riots and clashes since the war had been directed mostly at the occupying Union invaders, the former abolitionists, and now Douglas was having trouble with his northern investors’ wanting better results. Chillie had the background: a paternalistic touch that Nancy—who rarely lost an employee—later used to great effect, a mixture of wit and brusque intimacy. It could deploy, too, the connecting quasi-insult that both of them knew how to get away with, without causing offense.


 Chillie Langhorne was also “kind and tremendously honest,” according to his sister, Liz Lewis, an early Virginian suffragette, as well as “irascible, yes, impetuous, impulsive but big.” He elicited loyalty and radiated confidence through his birth-given assumption that he could do anything better than anybody else, despite twenty-five years back and forth from the breadline. Years after his retirement, black employees would seek him out on the strength of his old record.


 The fact that it had taken him twenty-five years to succeed, given these entrepreneurial skills, said as much about his will, his desire not to sink into the cult of Virginia’s tragic decline—which began long before the war and absorbed so many of his surviving compatriots—as about the condition in which generals Sherman and Sheridan had left Virginia. “They must be left with nothing,” as Sheridan had put it, as he set about plundering the Shenandoah Valley, “except their eyes to weep with over the war.” The photographs of the sacked Richmond show a scale of damage unimaginable without aerial bombardment. The rest of the economy was not fully restored until the end of the Second World War. To have money was a rarity among Virginians, and it had happened to Chillie in less than two years.


 Before the war, his father owned a farm and a flour mill near Lynchburg, and had one of the largest houses outside town, overlooking the James River. Chillie, the eldest of two sons, ended the Civil War in Danville, a veteran of twenty-two years old. He had joined up with the Eleventh Virginia Infantry, foot-marched the length and breadth of Virginia, in and out of the Blue Ridge Mountains and into Maryland in that dire atmosphere of death, sickness, and near starvation for most of the war. He was invalided out of the action with “feverish boils” soon before Gettysburg. It became a fixation not to have fought; to have survived his companions. Children and grandchildren were taken on solemn walks across the valley floor where his entire regiment had been wiped out, walking into the cannon fire in rigid formation.


 In Danville, in the last grim days of the Confederacy, he met Nancy Witcher Keene—Nanaire—whose family of Irish descent were burghers connected to local Danville and state politics. She was a beauty of delicate but striking classical looks, sharply blue eyes and a trim figure, who would have been a Danville Belle but she never had her moment. She was sixteen when she married Chillie. They spent the first months of the marriage in a tented camp in Danville, where Nanaire was a nurse. When the war was over, Chillie and Nanaire took his father and mother, his brother Tom, and his sister Liz into their care. They lived in four small rooms in a house in Danville that still stands, now with a story added and a plaque commemorating the fame of Nancy Astor and Irene Gibson. Nanaire bore eleven children in twenty years, nine of them born in the Danville house. It was there, too, that Nanaire lost three of them, Chillie, Mary, and “Little Jack,” and buried them in her family graveyard at Chestnut Hill.


 Chillie was always fiercely loyal to the memory of the Confederacy, always wore the stars and bars in his lapel. He was the first to break into “Dixie” in his fine tenor voice at the despondent Confederate reunions. Nancy claimed that it wasn’t until she went north for the first time that she realized that “Damyankee” was two words. But, unlike others of his generation, many of whom were worn down by despair, or went off to South America rather than lose face by taking menial jobs, he had the ability to mix this patriotic sentiment with realism. That included the possibility of collaborating with the invading, occupying army of “Yankees, Carpetbaggers and Scalawags.”


 He had already tried his luck on the margins of the railroad business before he got his main break. By the time the Atlantic and Danville and the Virginia Central were being reconstructed on his doorstep, he knew the men who were fixing the deals and talked his way into some piecework contracts: masonry, signals, supplies. Hoping to ride the boom, he had moved his family to Richmond in 1885 but couldn’t get in on the fancier contracts, on the bribery and political pocket-lining, and the greater technical expertise in the capital. Tobacco production was in recession; a coal mine he was involved in had a cave-in and his luck ran out.


 Once he had the entrée and the backing, he could talk and charm anybody into anything. The key to railroading, he discovered, was to get the terms of the contract right, and that, he said, took “personality.” “Then you can always find some damn fool who likes hard work to build the railway.” The sheer force and attraction of his personality—his assumption of being instantly at the top of the pile—are reflected in the guest list of the party he gave at White Sulphur Springs in 1892, only two years after he had put up his plaque, “C. D. Langhorne & Co.”: Mr. Reinhart, president of the Atchison, Topeka and Santa Fe Railroad; Mr. Scott, president of the Pennsylvania Railroad; President George Stevens of the C&O. Chillie bought Mirador the following year.


 He had always wanted to get back to the landscape he had visited and loved as a boy before the war, in Albemarle County, near Monticello. Mirador, with its shutters and breeze-gathering porches and its red-brick walls, lay at the foot of the Blue Ridge, eighteen miles from Charlottesville. It was built in 1825, in what, until 1800, had been Indian territory, and it was still remote. Even in the 1920s, you had to open farm gates to get to Charlottesville on the main road. The magic of the place was this part of the Blue Ridge itself, so perfectly named.


 In May, when I first saw this landscape—the time of dogwood and honeysuckle, which scents the whole countryside—it was a vivid mix of pure blues and greens, hazy grass meadows and apple orchards. The hills that seemed to slide down into the fields appeared, after a bout of rain, as paper cutouts of different pale blues, stacked flat against each other, marking the heights and outlines of the ridge. It is the scale of these low-lying, tree-covered hills that is so beautiful, so intimate and reassuring.


 At fifteen hundred feet, Mirador is cooler than Richmond in summer, perfect for horses and hunting—the surviving local culture—and in Chillie’s day good for shooting quail. It was only three miles from a branch line of the C&O railway at Greenwood, a crucial communication. The country roads were worse than before the war; the journey to Charlottesville by horse took four hours. That was another sound that, as Phyllis put it later on, “makes me long for I know not what”—the train whistle echoing off the hills as it approached Crozet’s Tunnel, morning and evening, two long blasts and two short. This was the train that brought the guests from Washington and New York to visit the Langhornes in their prosperity, and, through Irene, their fame.


 


 After all these years of struggling and trying to make ends meet, obeying her husband, dealing with his impulsive and “rampageous” ways, Nanaire now had to cope with his furious hospitality: the impromptu meals, always a mark of status in Virginia, particularly in these still impoverished times, and Chillie’s stag parties and reunions, which became more expansive, more meticulously prepared. Nor did Nanaire particularly like the country after the dangers and scares of the war outside Danville. But she was proud of Irene’s success and kept a scrapbook of her progress. Eighteen ninety-three was the year Irene broke all records for a Southern Belle by leading the Patriarchs’ Ball in New York—the great, exclusive event in the social calendar of Mrs. Astor’s “Four Hundred.” Irene was the first southern girl to be given such an honor. She had become famous at the age of twenty, through print, through word of mouth.


 In these early Mirador days, Nancy and Phyllis were at school in Richmond. Chillie had kept the house there in Grace Street, and would come to Mirador for holidays and weekends. Keene, born in 1869, the eldest, handsomest, and funniest son, his father’s favorite, was helping him on the contracts, when he wasn’t on protracted sprees with his friends in the mountains, escaping from his father’s dominating strictness. Harry, the second son, was drinking his way through Charlottesville University. Mr. Langhorne had made the mistake of preventing his sons from drinking at home, where mint juleps were forced on anyone else who came by. Both boys had acquired a great love of bourbon and “spreeing” and both had contracted tuberculosis at a young age. Buck and Nora were, at this moment, still in the nursery.


 Only Lizzie, the eldest sister, born in 1867, lived outside her father’s all-encompassing protection. In 1885, when she married Moncure Perkins, she had left the family home and moved to a small house in Richmond. On paper, Moncure’s family had been grander, more landed, better connected in Virginian terms than the Langhornes. Their daughter, Alice Winn, indefatigable genealogist of the Langhorne family forebears, maintained that Moncure was related to “every President” from Virginia, that his mother was a cousin of Robert E. Lee, that his family’s flour mill was one of the biggest in the South and had fed Lee’s army. But it was all gone. The Haxall flour mill—belonging to his mother’s side of the family—had made the biggest blaze of all when Richmond was set on fire by the Yankees. And, unfortunately, Moncure “wasn’t really interested in money,” according to Alice Winn.“He had no ambition whatsoever,” she said.“He was only interested in going to the Commonwealth Club in Richmond which he loved, and you know, general life.” The Perkinses still had some land in Buckingham County, but Moncure

 “wouldn’t go to it. He would never go up. He hated the country.” He would leave it to Lizzie to take their children to Mirador to stay in the guest cottage, unchaperoned and exposed to her unpopularity within the family.


 Lizzie was slender and trim when she first married, with green eyes and a lot of long black hair. “She had beautiful legs,” said her other daughter, Nancy Lancaster, “and tremendous chic.” But she also had her own idea of her position in the family. Lizzie thought of Nanaire almost as an older sister; they had had babies at the same time. She remembered all the hard times and the exhaustion of bringing up her many siblings. She had helped Nanaire to bury the three young children at Chestnut Hill. To the other sisters, and even to Nanaire, she seemed to come from a different, older generation. She had a sense of correctness, a severe side to her, that belonged with the elaborate funereal conventions of Richmond. She would try to dictate to her younger sisters on matters of dress and on the old-fashioned etiquette for which she was a great stickler. She was shocked that they didn’t wear “dull headed black pins” and tried to forbid them from wearing brown shoes in the country. She even thought Nanaire “unsuitably young and gay.” But Lizzie also had a high temper and she was confrontational. She fought Chillie as if he were her own husband and he, in turn, treated Lizzie as another wife, though, as Alice Winn put it,“one he wanted to divorce, if you see what I mean.”


 When Lizzie was in charge, if Nanaire was away or ill, Nancy remembered her “looking very matronly and important” and administering spankings far more liberally than the children’s parents. Once when Nancy came home singing a song she’d learned in the street, Lizzie made her wash her mouth out with turpentine “to remove the contamination.” Nancy was never to forget, or forgive, the humiliation.


 When he was at Mirador, Chillie, in his bowler hat with the high crown, his cigar cutter dangling on a watch chain, would dominate the daily proceedings, hunting people down, shouting his orders to the stables through a bullhorn. He was an impressive figure, stocky, erect, his hair still curly, always elegantly dressed in clean linen and three-piece suits, even on the hottest days, smelling of lavender and cologne and usually holding a cigar in his right hand, when he wasn’t chewing plug tobacco. Most of his pronouncements were preceded by the word “Dammit,” including requests to his children to close the door. His granddaughter Nancy Lancaster remembered “the fresh good-smelling cleanliness of him—he was the cleanest man in the world. Nanaire said he put on clean linen every day of his life. I mean even when he had no money.”


 In the winter, as soon as they were old enough, the children hunted with the Deep Run Hunt of Richmond. The long weekends in the summer also centered around riding—the highly competitive horse shows at Richmond and Charlottesville—tennis parties, and endless visitors. Chillie now had the right to stop the train at Greenwood with a telephone call to the station. A field line had been rigged up on poles across the apple orchards. The conductor looked after the supplies for the Mirador table—soft-shell crabs, oyster crabs, spot and shad roe up from Norfolk and Chesapeake Bay, terrapins from Baltimore, kept in the basement at Mirador for the making of soup. Nancy and Phyllis would go down into the cool basement, with its smell of kerosene and damp, to play with them, and would weep for their pets on their day of reckoning. Terrapin soup was a favorite, along with batter bread and roe herring, home-cured ham, watermelon from the icehouse, and their nightly supper of corn bread and eggs, raw tomatoes, beaten biscuits and molasses. It was the way of life Chillie knew as a boy in Lynchburg before the war—a luxurious simplicity. Only Harry, “the only mean Langhorne,” objected to his parents’ sharing of all these goods with friends and neighbors, calling it churlishly “a new miracle of the loaves and fishes.”


 Chillie would ride around the district in the mornings, often followed by his children on their ponies, or he’d take them on the wagon to get the mail from Greenwood. Before lunch, coming up the steps, he would feel for the cellar key on his watch chain, and go to prepare his mint juleps, doing a shuffle and singing a rhyme as he mixed the sugar and mint, the bourbon and ice. He spent much time thinking about food and its preparation. According to Nancy, a woman once said to Nanaire, “Oh Mrs. Langhorne your husband has such lovely eyes,” and she replied, “Don’t be fooled by that. He looks just the same way at a batter cake.” After lunch, he would have his nap, in the Virginian style, on a black horsehair sofa in the cool stone hall of the house, or in some unexpected place from where, woken by noise or laughter, he would erupt in fury. The children would then be obliged to fan the flies from his face until he dropped off again. “Damn it. Go in the porch and finish your laughter. Then come back,” he would tell them. Nancy liked the danger, delicately touching the end of his nose with the fan just as he was dropping off. On the back porch was a bucket of spring water and a dipper. When he came back from all that performing in New York or Baltimore, Chillie would drink a bucket a day to restore himself.


 On Sundays, the family would go to the Episcopalian Emmanuel Church at Greenwood. Chillie Langhorne sat in the third pew from the front, with a spittoon beside him, into which he aimed his tobacco juice. This concession was won after a hard battle with the pastor, who apparently tolerated Chillie’s gesture of pretending to wind a barrel organ when he judged the sermon was taking too long. Irene, who had a beautiful voice, would sing in the choir and her father would watch her, watery-eyed with adoration. Irene had become a local musical star. She sang in a husky alto, sitting at the piano and throwing her head back romantically. “Goodnight Beloved” was one of her best. She had made a hit in Richmond playing “Germaine” in a French opera called Chimes of Normandy.


 With the combination of their prosperity, Mr. Langhorne’s personality, and the fame of Irene’s beauty, the Langhorne family fitted uniquely, if fantastically, into the northerners’ myth of the Old South, into what Edmund Wilson called their “historical optical illusion.” “Having devastated the feudal South, the Northerners wanted to be told of its glamor, of its old time courtesy and grace,” wrote Edmund Wilson in Patriotic Gore. “A rush of industrial development had come at the end of the war,” he wrote, “and the cities of the North and the West, now the scene of so much energetic enterprise which rendered them uglier and harsher, were losing their old amenities; and the Northerners wanted, besides, a little to make it up to the South for their wartime vituperation. They took over the Southern myth and themselves began to revel in it.” Since the late 1880s, northern readers had developed an insatiable taste for tales of gallantry, of quaint and picturesque darkies, and gracious living in the South, particularly from the fiction of the Virginia writer Thomas Nelson Page, who knew the Langhornes quite well and must have been delighted that his magnolia-scented fiction appeared to have some echo in real life. (It is unlikely that Chillie was familiar with Page’s work. He was never seen to read a book. His basic education, cut short by the war ,revealed itself in his perfunctory handwriting. Nanaire, however, was an avid reader, played the piano by ear, and painted watercolors.) Page managed to bring plantation paternalism back into fashion in the North, with no acknowledgment of slavery or the causes of the war, and ignoring the fact that the intention—the origin—of the war had been to destroy a way of life and an imagined set of attitudes. It was a fashion that was to reach its zenith with Gone With the Wind in 1936. Page rhapsodized about the prewar Virginian world of the 1830s, mixed it with the eighteenth century, and described

 “for all its faults … the purest sweetest life ever lived which made men noble, gentle and brave, and women tender, pure and true,” in stories such as In Ole Virginia, as well as social studies like Social Life in Old Virginia Before the War. His best-selling Red Rock, published in 1898, praised Virginians for resisting Reconstruction. They were often written in Negro dialect with an invented demotic vocabulary—the word “Massa” became proof of the loving faithfulness of the household staff. Former abolitionists publicly recanted, rubbed their eyes, admitted that they might have been wrong all along. Perhaps slavery had never actually existed. Virginians themselves played up to the myth, at least in Richmond, where they were deliberately trying to re-create an atmosphere of leisure and elegance, greater even than that before the war, to help soften the hurt and the poverty.


 To the romantic Yankee eye, the Langhornes were not far off this image. Outside Mirador, though, the state was littered with ghost towns, with their abandoned and overgrown mansions, including the Lees’ house at Stratford, often squatted in by sallow-complexioned, undernourished families of poor whites. Chillie had, in fact, bought Mirador and the land cheaply; it had barely recovered its postwar price of $2 an acre, compared to $150 before the war. But to the social reporter from New York, Chillie Langhorne seemed like proper antiquity, the English squire from the Tidewater with his mint juleps, his storytelling, his fine manners, and his hospitality. Margaret Mitchell might well have used him as the model for Scarlett’s father, Gerald O’Hara, with his “tempers and his roarings,” but who

 “beneath his choleric exterior had the tenderest of hearts,” and in whom there was also something, as Scarlett saw, “vital, earthy and coarse.” Nanaire, too, seemed to revive the image of the old plantation matriarch from the sentimental novels of the 1830s, justifying the southern institutions. She was the one who really ran the place: resourceful, a fount of goodness and virtue, a paragon of Christian values on whom everyone depended, black and white, whose daughters were warrior-pioneers in the making or, in their new incarnation, “Gibson Girls.” The Mirador servants, with their quaint old names, completed the picture. Phyllis later had a nurse called Mrs. Virgil Homer Brown; there was an ancient former slave called Fountain Winston, who lived in a shack in the garden and dressed in top hat and tails. Nancy and Phyllis’s nurse, Aunt Liza Pie, smoked a pipe and spoke directly to Jesus. “I cannot remember a time when I did not love some coloured man or woman just as much as anyone in the family,” Nancy wrote in her memoir notes. “Only those who have lived in the South in the old days will understand this.”


 The northern beaux came down in their railroad cars to investigate this extraordinary household, and Nancy kept a list of them: lawyers, literary men, budding politicians, rich bankers, foreigners. They came to get a touch of, and to buy up if possible, this simple southern charm, to find a little antebellum romance and an antidote to the rich and regimented tedium of Bar Harbor and Newport—but mostly to court Irene.


 Mr. Langhorne didn’t care much for appearances. He would pick up Irene, even after she was famous, in a ramshackle wagon with a mad-looking colored boy in the seat beside him. When he finally built a tennis court, he left a large cherry tree growing on the back line, claiming that, according to the law of dammits, if it was a game of skill, they could play around the tree. It was embarrassing for Irene when her father slapped the butler’s pockets to see if he was concealing pancakes, or recycled the butter left on their plates. One survivor remembered him roaring at a rich suitor from Philadelphia, “Dammit, McFadden, you’ve been here for two days eating my hog and hominy, and you haven’t said a word to Irene.” Nora later claimed, perhaps fancifully, that her father had laid down: “Etiquette is for people with no breeding, fashion for people with no taste.”


 In the social columns, Chillie soon became a “gentleman of the Old Virginia School,” then “Colonel” Langhorne, and finally the Langhornes were upgraded in the New York Times to a “First Family of Virginia,” although everyone in genealogically obsessed Virginia knew this not to be quite true. The Langhornes had been distinguished soldiers and landed gentry in Wales. Some had fought for Cromwell, others against him; one of them had changed sides midstream. The first Langhorne then came to Virginia in 1672—officially ten years too late to qualify as a “First Family” or to be one of the hundred or so intermarrying families that dominated public life for two centuries. Chillie’s maternal grandfather was a lawyer called Chiswell Dabney, whose immigrating ancestor was a little grander, having come over in 1649—the year of the Cavalier exodus from Cromwell. Chillie Langhorne’s ancestors mixed not with the old nobility but with the middle class, the merchants and husbandmen, the backbone of the settlement. Surviving letters from Chillie’s father, John Scaisbrooke Langhorne, show that the family couldn’t depend on the land, even though they had a surplus of slaves. He wrote home to his father from Nashville in 1834, where he was a clerk in a cotton company, sneering at the nouveau riche traders and later immigrants there: “You wd be amused to see the airs that these gentry put on. They consider themselves lords of the forest when upon enquiring you find the generality of them to have commenced the world a blacksmith or stonemason divested of every quality that is requisite for a gentleman and by unparalleled labour have acquired wealth which here is considered without any accomplishment, a passport to all society.” His cousin John Langhorne was a clerk in a steamboat company plying the Missouri. But with cousinage, after five generations, you could attach yourself to any family you liked in Virginia. This was what everybody talked about after the war—lateral family trees and past recollections—“There was nothing else to do.” An irreverent American cousin, irritated by the dogged attempts by other cousins to upgrade the Langhornes in the league tables, told me, “If you go down to Virginia and scratch around you’ll discover that the Langhornes were only just not black. Only just.”


 


 Phyllis and Nancy were inseparable as children, running wild, preferring to play in the streets, making a name for themselves in the neighborhood. Nancy, a fierce-eyed tomboy, preferred boys’ games, including baseball. She was the fastest runner on the block, never to be upstaged, and fearlessly took the lead in the fights. Phyllis was her more passive accomplice, and under her protection. They turned cartwheels and somersaults; a street boy called Blind Willie had taught them to tap-dance. Nancy was to perform once more, this time for the movie camera on her eightieth birthday, shuffling her golfing shoes on the Cliveden gravel.


 The years in Richmond before this—the privations, the lack of space, the uprooting from one house to another, her mother’s “continual domestic trials”—made a seminal impression on Nancy. Thirty years later, she was still describing them to Phyllis in her letters, remembering, for example, how Nanaire had dreaded Christmas.

 “Small wonder,” she wrote to Phyllis, “her great heart ached to buy every soul a present

 & a good one & her small purse emptying so fast. Oh for a chance to fill that purse & see her empty it to her hearts desire.” She remembered how Nanaire would answer obediently, “Yes Dab”—her patronymic nickname for Chillie when he gave an order.


 As they grew older, Nancy and Phyllis developed an ever-sharper sense of Nanaire’s predicament, and of their own childhood callousness, as they saw it, toward her. Phyllis wrote to Nancy in 1909, six years after their mother’s death, remembering her “sighing for romance & the delicate polite touches of life. Pour soul, how my heart aches for her sometimes now, think of the grind she had & really mighty few pleasures but I do believe she had real satisfaction out of her daughters, except me who was so unsociable and curious!! If only we could have her back now when we could be more sympathetic & less hateful than we were.” Nancy was haunted by the expedition they took with Nanaire to her childhood home in Chestnut Hill, where she had buried three of her children. The house and garden were in ruins after the war; she couldn’t find the gravestones and broke down in tears on the front steps. Nancy had gone on playing, not understanding what she was crying about.


 The children also lived under the domestic tyranny of their father, with his cussing, his roaring commands, and unpredictable, often unexplained spankings. They tried to shine to please him on their Sunday walks, where he talked to them like grown-ups and they called him “Sir.” He addressed most children as “You little devil” (and referred to any of his male contemporaries as “that damn rascal”). “No-one dared argue with him at home; his temper was ungovernable,” Nancy wrote later. “His word was law. There was no talking back. We took it out on Mother.” They were fond of Chillie, but they were delighted when he went away, and they had Nanaire to themselves.


 Nancy was unforgiving, in later years, of the dominating, controlling traits of her father’s character. “Very early in my life,” she wrote, in her notes for a memoir, “I sensed that she had the finer sense of values and the stronger character. But Father had the power. He held the purse strings. He was often bad tempered and unreasonable. I felt if Mother had independent means she would not have had to stand that. I felt that men put women in this position for this very reason, that it rendered them helpless. They had no kind of independence.” Men, she said, had logic, women humanity and spiritual values. One had the purse strings, the other the emptying purse. It was a lesson she never forgot, a driving force. Her heroines at this time—Joan of Arc, Mary Queen of Scots, and the markswoman Annie Oakley—were not models of domestic tranquillity.


 In the circumstances, Nancy might have forgiven Chillie: she recognized his force and his courage, which she inherited, too, and the feeling of safety he generated when his children saw him deal with the outside world. But it was her early perceptions of her father’s attitude to her mother that she said turned her later into “an ardent suffragette,” that gave her a sense of basic differences in values between the sexes, hardened into a lifelong conviction that women could be apolitical and get things done together while the men bickered and postured among themselves.


 Yet Nancy could see that Chillie adored Nanaire, that he was never unfaithful to her, although his “lunacy” prevented him from showing his affection. But she also saw his unfairness, his temper, and “the common male weakness of making one dollar do the work of two,” even when he had money. It was one key to Nancy’s counterweighted personality that far from being able to integrate the qualities of these two parents, she turned them into an unbridgeable division, in her mind, between God and Mammon, in which worldly ambition was evil and selfish, a “tragedy” in God’s eyes. The only thing God could “see” was the striving for good, and in this respect, Nanaire became, in her imagination, a deity.
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 Mrs. Langhorne’s Violet Lunch


 WHATEVER THE STATE of their finances, the Langhornes went each summer to White Sulphur Springs, the most fashionable of the hot water spas across the Blue Ridge in the Allegheny Mountains. The spas had been the center of southern glamour and the marriage market since

 1830, particularly “The White,” which to Nancy and Phyllis was a place of outlandish fantasy. It was their only contact with the outside world: a gigantic doll’s house dedicated to beaux and Belles, to highly organized courtly activity.


 To get to the Springs, to lead a masked ball or a “German Cotillion” (a form of Viennese ballroom parade), to be a reigning Belle, was the only ideal in life worth pursuing for a southern debutante, even more so after the war. Your life could be transformed overnight by one appearance at a ball. In the meantime, you were surrounded by stiff and deeply bowing beaux who carried your satin dancing shoes to the ballroom entrance in little bags. If a mother couldn’t scrape together the funds to go, she sent her daughter in a chaperoned group, and then, Richmond style, drew down the blinds to feign absence. For Nancy, aged eleven, and Phyllis, aged ten, these trips under Irene’s mantle in 1890 were a sensation.


 The White looked its part as a southern metropolis. It was a great stretched classical façade of white wood, with tiers of elevated balconies two hundred yards long, called “piazzas,” suspended on rows of Ionic columns. This giant, creaking construction was set in acres of lawns, surrounded by low hills in incongruously remote country. Before the railroads were extended up to their front doors, the spas were reached by river, canal, and stagecoach, from New Orleans, the Carolinas, Washington—an arduous southern migration. It was a matter of honor to make the journey, even for the hardest-hit families; a tribal affirmation. The White itself was a place of bare, carpetless discomfort inside, like some rustic Versailles, chaotic, overbooked, the ballrooms badly ventilated, the sanitation primitive, the linen dirty and flea-ridden. Families would sleep in the halls, divided from each other by sheets pinned up between them. The waters were said to have aphrodisiac properties, part of the reason for The White’s popularity. They were prescribed for dyspepsia but produced a violent craving for food, prolonging the treatment cycle indefinitely and straining the manners of the guests as they barged their way into the canteenlike dining rooms at mealtimes.


 But Virginian pride was focused on these ramshackle wooden hotels. They had flourished before the war and even functioned during it, until they were shot at and wrecked or turned into field hospitals. Before the railroad money came, it was a purely southern affair, a return to prewar isolation, a way to forget the war itself, and the poverty. The lavishness of the prewar days had been replaced, from 1868, by “Calico Balls” and “Starvation Parties.” It was a way, too, to counter the shock of emancipation. The Belles became the pure white maidens of Provençal romance, antidotes to the surrounding blackness, whose honor was, literally, worth dying for. The cause of the last duel in Virginia, fought in 1868 between two penniless journalists, in which one was killed, was the honor of Mary Triplett, one of the top three Belles, and the charge that she had been insulted in a poem.


 The adulation of the Belles had a direct relation to Virginia’s sense of defeat, the sense of injustice that could hardly be addressed in conversation. They had an electrifying effect on Richmond society. Greatest of all, until Irene ousted her, was Miss May Handy, who undoubtedly possessed star quality. Nancy and Phyllis knew everything about her: how she was schooled and watched over like an athlete; how her diet was prescribed; how, exceptionally for Richmond, she lived alone with her maid for company; how she was too grand for any beau to approach her. That was the crucial, misleading lesson: that love could only be pure and good if unsatisfied—the Provençal romance. “Yearning” and

 “loyalty” were the key words. The little girls of Richmond would rush out into Franklin Street to see her pass, wearing her bunch of “May Handy violets” and “smelling delicious,” then run around the block to meet her again. They chanted a skipping rhyme:


 


 

 5 cents for cake


 5 cents for candy


 15 cents


 Kiss May Handy


 


 


 The Belles had similar looks. They were round and placid, with prominent busts and full hips, their faces not beautiful in the classic sense. May Handy was photographed on a throne, with a shining aureole rising behind her, and with a look of unreachable remoteness on her face.


 The Langhornes were reported at The White in 1889—a year before Irene’s elevation—“all crowded into a small cottage in Virginia row,” with their colored nursemaids. “A rather unique and picturesque feature of the place is a pretty little spring-wagon drawn by a pair of goats. These docile and well-trained animals are the property of little Nannie (aged ten) and Phyllis Langhorne and can be seen trotting around the grounds with as many as six little girls aboard.” Nanaire, “remarkably bright and vivacious,” was mentioned as having given a “Violet lunch”—in which everything from the candles to the cake to the tablecloth, from the flowers to the ices, were, as one might expect, colored violet and wildly praised (“the candles hid their heads under violet bonnets …”) in the Richmond Times-Dispatch. The “irrepressible” Chillie Langhorne had a stag party, which strangely included dancing as well as

 “high jinks” and songs that “kept everybody in that section of the place awake till dawn.”


 But entrepreneurial money had changed The White. Harvard men were turning up, families from the North who brought a different, racier style. Lawyers and brokers came with the railroaders. And the southern girls, pushed by their mothers, were using the system to escape the menace of genteel poverty. The top ones were making good marriages outside, mostly to northerners, mostly to millionaires. The southern invasion of New York had begun.


 Irene was hurled into a regime that required immense stamina to survive. There was little opportunity for sleep. The balls ended at 3:00 A.M. Riding began at seven. There was “Treadmilling” after breakfast—trooping around, four or five abreast, making dates for the “Germans” (the cotillions), which were held in the morning from eleven to one and again in the evening. No refreshments were served at these dances, and in the gaps there were “watermelon struggles,” bowling parties, “candy stews,” and photography sessions. The Germans, held in broad daylight in the middle of the morning in evening dress, were something new to a northern eye. One reporter wrote, “The effect produced by so many colours in perpetual motion beneath a strong light is very bewildering.”


 Unlike May Handy, Irene had never been groomed for her part. She had simply emerged from Mr. Langhorne’s circus—no makeup, no attendant hairdresser—and was one day taken onto the dance floor at The White. She had been noticed by the New York papers while she was still a schoolgirl, to the annoyance of her father, who threatened to go to New York to shoot the editor. “She is tall and fair,” wrote the New York Times in the offending passage, “and dances like a dream. Her carriage is queenly and her complexion perfect.” She was taller than her sisters, serene, upright, with a dimple on her chin and (fashionably) “violet” eyes. She had the rounded hips and the forward-weighted bosom of the classic Belle, the bosom that tapered to a twenty-inch waist, of which she would say, coyly, “The beaux were supposed to be able to put their hands around it. But my Father never let them.” She had a luminous quality, “she lit up” a room like May Handy’s aureole, or, according to Nancy Lancaster, like Lady Diana Cooper.


 Lizzie disapproved of Irene’s success, thinking it the height of vulgarity to be in the newspapers at all. And the crepe-veiled widows of Richmond were beginning to look down on Mr. Langhorne for having broken ranks by collaborating with the Yankee occupation and getting rich. The social system of Richmond deliberately excluded money. Nancy Lancaster remembered the first woman to wear a suit from New York, as late as 1910: “And we looked out of the window, fascinated. We called her the Southern Heiress.” Richmond was a town obsessed with mourning and commemoration, with unforgiving resistance to burying the hatchet, particularly on the part of the women. It was not so long ago, at The White, that Robert E. Lee had had to make his own symbolic gesture to end the war, by walking across the lawn to greet a shunned and ostracized family from Pennsylvania. When she was growing up with her mother, Lizzie, Nancy Lancaster recalled how “People in Virginia looked very down on the Astors and Vanderbilts. They were supposed to be fur traders and Mr. Vanderbilt was meant to have ferried a boat. I remember my grandmother talking about them. Shocked and horrified. We looked down on the deep South. We looked down on the North…. There was that terrific feeling that there was nothing better than a Virginian. You felt that was the passport.”


  
 *   *   *


 


 In 1893, Ward McAllister wrote to Irene, asking her to lead the grand march at the Patriarchs’ Ball in New York, which meant instant stardom. She would become one of America’s four top Belles. Chillie Langhorne would have hated McAllister, who came from Savannah, Georgia, but had, like some irresistible plastic surgeon, achieved absolute control over the social life of New York and the satellite resorts. His aim, and that of his coconspirator and patron Mrs. William Astor

 (the Mrs. Astor), was to keep the flashiest and most vulgar of the new-age profiteers out of the New York ballrooms, especially out of Mrs. Astor’s ballroom, which held about four hundred people. McAllister, who invented Mrs. Astor’s

 “Four Hundred,” wrote gloating descriptions, after he had been dismissed by Mrs. Astor “like a servant,” of how mothers had come to plead with him, waving proof of lineage from kings of England, and First Families of Virginia, desperate for their daughters to be included in his whimsical list. He was a prototype walker, Nancy Reagan’s Jerry Zipkin. Louis Auchincloss described him as “the kind of fashionable ass that is taken up by idle women and despised by their husbands.”


 This was Yankee vulgarity in excess: looting statues from France for dinner parties; having their guests dig for jewels with silver spades in sandpits on the table. The Patriarchs’ Ball was the great annual event of the Gilded Age, a moment of hysterical exclusivity. Chillie Langhorne was asked to escort Irene into the ballroom at Delmonico’s, where almost everyone who marked her dance card would be a millionaire, and where McAllister would be dressed as an archduke. And he willingly accepted.


 From there, Irene was asked to open the Philadelphia Assembly, to be a queen of the Mardi Gras courts in New Orleans, to open every fête and dance on the national round. Chillie and Nanaire went with her. Nanaire, having become a stage mother, was glad to have these adventures with her debutante daughter, traveling from Maine to the Gulf of Mexico, spending money, and free from her domestic chores. When Chillie wasn’t with Nanaire, chaperoning Irene to the ballrooms that she now “adorned,” he was out fixing the contracts on the New River, Bremo, and Clinch Valley divisions of the C&O, all quite close to home, and along the Big Sandy River in Kentucky. Irene had undoubtedly been very good for business, and all of them, now, were famous.


 Nancy took pleasure in her early teens, while all this was going on, in making cutout figures from the fashion plates and new illustrated black-and-white magazines, calling the male figures after Irene’s beaux. She and Phyllis would construct houses and invent whole families to inhabit them. Nancy kept the score of Irene’s proposals, which by the time of her marriage would reach sixty-two—the rising index was public knowledge in Richmond, a matter of civic pride. Mirador, in full swing by

 1893, was full of suitors, bringing lavish presents. A rich banker, twenty years older than Irene, sent her a diamond bracelet, telling her to throw it in the millpond if she wouldn’t accept it. Nancy got out their swimsuits, but Chillie made Irene send the big presents back. Nancy wrote to Phyllis in 1912, recalling “the excitement of Irene’s presents & oh the joy when her beaux began to send us bribes! Yr big doll & my 3 bottles of perfume in a Colgates box. I remember I got quite giddy with excitement & stood dazed in the hall.” In her memoir notes, Nancy wrote that many of the beaux were literary men “and as Irene had no literary talent whatever, they often recited the poetry they had prepared for her, to me.”


 Irene, now known as “Queen Bee” in the family, was beyond reproach in her father’s adoring eyes. She was tactful, never opposing him. But she was slower-witted than the others. Already outmatched by Nancy’s speed and aggressiveness, her feelings were easily hurt and thus often provoked. Her supremacy went unquestioned, but the sisters fell upon her in the truth games. One day when she came back from a ball, the papers full of her praise, Nancy told her,“You may have looked beautiful at the party. But they should see the way you look now,” and Irene burst into tears.


 Nancy was quite unlike Irene. She was small and trim, with striking, boyish looks, fair hair, and piercing blue eyes. She was restlessly energetic, sharp-tongued, always pushing herself to the center. Phyllis was her taller, darker, moody opposite, mysterious and introverted. The “vital influence” in her life, her twin soul, was the Mirador groom Charlie Jordan, an ex-jockey who, like Phyllis, was interested in music as well as horses. Phyllis would spend hours in her room polishing her bits and bridles, developing what she called a “homesickness for solitude.” Unlike other Langhornes, she didn’t need constant company. For this reticence, she was told that she wasn’t a Langhorne at all but a foundling, or a child of the Gypsies Nanaire always befriended. She was the sister all the others loved best.


 Nancy and Phyllis had that strenuous, athletic quality that seemed so modern, unlike the older southern girls who fanned themselves on the piazzas. They not only competed fiercely in the horse shows but also played squash and tennis, shot quail and rode bicycles, wrapping themselves in sweaters when they took exercise, even in the heat. They were careful to look after their figures, their twenty-inch waists pulled in like Christmas crackers with belts tightened like girths—a vanity that was to cause Nancy grief in later years. They hid their complexions from the sun under wide Panama hats and went riding in kerchiefs like bank robbers, showing only their eyes, to keep out the red clay dust. They chewed dogwood stalks to whiten their teeth. Nancy had forgotten all this when she wrote in her memoir notes that they never considered their looks, and took their beauty for granted. They look extremely pretty in the photographs, in their long, plain skirts, their big hats attached loosely with scarves, as they giggle at the camera.


 Nancy and Phyllis were the closest allies within the family, always taking the same side in the nerve-testing quarrels that amazed visitors. Irene was the peacemaker, officially neutral. Lizzie depended on Nanaire, and interceded for Keene and Harry with their father, who would criticize them for not going off on their own while never allowing them their independence. In later life, Nancy would mythologize her brothers in the Uncle Remus-type stories she told her children about her childhood. But in her correspondence with Phyllis, full of longings and reminiscences, they are hardly mentioned except as “poor Keene” and “poor Harry.”


 Neither of them would ever conquer their addiction to drink in their short lives—any success would send Keene reaching for the bottle, unable to sustain what his father expected of him. He finally left his father’s employment after managing to spend $5,000 of the company’s money in a small railroad stop with one house, where with lavish catering supplies sent from Washington, he entertained an entire traveling circus. Nancy wrote to her father in 1914, “I am sorry to hear that Keene is off again. I really sh. put him in the Staunton Lunatic Asylum.” One of her nieces’ earliest memories as a child was hearing Nanaire on the telephone saying, “Oh God. Oh my God,” as she listened to the bulletin of Keene’s latest bender.


 Both he and Harry married their wives on sprees, it was said, perhaps to explain that they were from lower-class origins. Keene married Sadie Reynolds from Kentucky, was bought a farm south of the James River, in a remote area, and declared himself

 “King of Buckingham County” because he was the only white man in the area. He dressed like his Irish antecedents, in well-cut, ill-matched tweeds, his hat cocked at an angle. He lived the life of an almost well-provided-for country gentleman, eventually doing his rounds in a battered Model T Ford. Harry married Genevieve Peyton, daughter of the Charlottesville stationmaster, who had ridden with John S. Mosby’s irregulars in the war—a great distinction, but not enough for Lizzie. After Buck married Edith Forsyth from quite a rich family, who did have a large manor nearby, she would say, “At least Buck married a lady.”


 Born in 1874, five years before Nancy, Harry also had the misfortune to share at least some of the nursery years with Nancy and Phyllis, who teased him mercilessly. He was the cleverest boy, but also the least popular. He was humorless, compared to the others, with a streak of violence. He was also shy and excessively prudish, and it was this that Nancy and Phyllis found irresistible. They would kick up their heels and show him their knees, at a time when even ankles were forbidden from view. It would drive him to paroxysms of rage. “I have a real knack of infuriating people,” Nancy wrote to Phyllis much later, almost in surprise. “Do you remember how poor Harry would grit his teeth and vow he would like to choke me? Waldorf [her second husband] must often feel the same way.” You could always tell when the sisters were fixing for a tease: they would begin by rattling their bracelets.


 Lizzie must often have wanted to choke Nancy, too, as Nancy began to exert her power. As her siblings grew up, Lizzie had made the mistake of trying to pull rank on them, believing she should be automatically deferred to and obeyed as the eldest. And when Nancy exploded at her, matching her will against hers, she was hurt and surprised. “She had great sorrow in her sisters’ treatment of her,” said her daughter Nancy Lancaster. “It did not match up to what she felt it was their duty to feel.”


 Lizzie was “high tempered” and Nancy was merciless in attack; they were like “two bearcats” together. Phyllis described a Mirador reunion for Chillie’s birthday some years later, when nothing had improved between them: “It was nip and tuck whether Nancy and Liz were ‘going into action’ there and then. I was constantly kicking Nancy below the table, and above board giving her a look that said ‘not now, after the feast.’ I was relieved when they parted at 3 p.m. with no broken bones or black eyes and very few words. Nancy has less control of her tongue than me, but more control of her fists. I like using them when I get mad! and I think I should have one or two go’s at Liz—poor Liz, we are brutes about her.”


 Lizzie’s image in Richmond was quite different from the way her sisters saw her. There she was an important and popular figure. Her house on Franklin Street was always full of people. She was considered a woman of taste, “who looked rich on nothing,” and was the soul of generosity. Even Nancy, in an unguarded moment, recognized that people thought Lizzie a “wit.” After her sisters’ success, Lizzie told people that in the future she should be properly addressed as “Mrs. Obscure Perkins.”


 In Richmond, Nancy and Phyllis had a formidable schoolteacher called “Miss” Jennie Ellett, who remained high in Nancy’s pantheon all her life. A witty, bowlegged woman who was also something of a feminist, and who had a “secret lover at Harvard,” she inspired at least two generations with her instruction, her love of history and literature. She taught little American history—which may account for some of Nancy’s sweeping, ill-founded generalizations later in life. It was Virginian-Anglophile, based on the classics, on learning passages of Shakespeare and Edmund Burke by heart, on the dates of the English kings and queens—an early obsession with Nancy that never dimmed. “Nancy has always liked Royalties,” Phyllis wrote to Bob Brand when the king visited Cliveden for tea in 1908. “Say what she likes to the contrary, they thrilled her as a child to read about, and now they are giving her a ripple of joy to see now. Don’t tell her I said so.” Nancy declared that Jennie Ellett instilled in her a “passion for learning”—though in reality learning was never to be her strong point. John Grigg, in his biography of Nancy, identified this as the moment when she acquired, instead, a consuming reverence for learning itself and for her intellectual betters, which was to mold the course of her life. Jennie Ellett was deeply religious, as Nancy was now becoming, too.


 In the summer of her thirteenth year, Nancy formed a deep admiration for an Oxford-educated English preacher, the Venerable Archdeacon Neve, who had recently arrived in the district as a missionary working with poor white hill farmers stranded in the Blue Ridge and Ragged Mountains. Some were descendants of German mercenaries, Hessians, brought over by the British in the War of Independence, and some simply remnants of the failures of westward pioneering. Nancy was amazed and shocked to discover such destitute, illiterate people in the middle of her childhood world.


 The archdeacon, enormously tall, rugged looking, with a swiveling walleye, rambled over the mountains on his horse in all weathers, tending the sick, baptizing children, and opening these communities to the outside world. Nancy rode along with him. Having been awed by learning, she now fell in love with goodness, in the person of the archdeacon, and it never faded.

 “He was a man of God. From the first I loved and respected him,” she wrote. She read the Bible from cover to cover. She took it literally, for the rest of her life, particularly Genesis and Proverbs, its contents never differentiated by further study or reflection. It became her constant companion. She used it like the southern preachers, black and white, to “declare the truth.” Nancy discovered her own gifts for soapbox oratory, her gift for communicating through her wit at the Sheltering Arms, a home for the elderly and physically handicapped, where she was a great success. She discovered, too, that “all the people there had an inner life,” and from that “a lesson I have never forgotten: that happiness has nothing to do with possessions.” She wanted to be a missionary until the duality of her personality reasserted itself. To do anything in the world, to improve and crusade, you needed a little more power than Nanaire. You needed the power of Chillie and a little of his wealthy authority.


 


 One of the images Nancy was cutting out from Life magazine was that of the Gibson Girl, the new icon of American female beauty and style that older girls across the nation were imitating in minute detail. The fame of her creator, Charles Dana Gibson, was something quite extraordinary, certainly for a graphic artist. In that great age of black-and-white illustrators, who came into their own with the invention of photogravure press and nationwide magazines, Gibson was the most influential and perhaps the most brilliant. He came from an old but modest Boston family, and at nineteen, he was taken up, as a young and unsuccessful artist, by Life magazine. Five years later, by 1891, his drawings, with their sharp conception of the social theater of New York in the Gilded Age, had caused something near to a social and sexual revolution. He had become the highest-paid employee ever in national magazine publishing, receiving one annual contract of $100,000.


 Gibson had an extraordinary talent for a dashing, stylish outline drawing in pen and ink, using vigorous crosshatch shading, a style freed from the fussiness of woodcut or steel engraving and suited to the new halftone reproduction. He was a highly trained artist; there was nothing he couldn’t draw well. In America, one of his teachers had been Thomas Eakins, but his main influences were the Australian illustrator Phil May and, in England, George du Maurier of Punch. A brief stint in Paris at the Atelier Julien in 1889—on loan from Life—honed his final distinctive style. It added a Gallic sharpness and buoyancy and precision to his drawing and an ability to create a sense of chiaroscuro and almost of color on the page.


 His satire on the New York scene was popular partly because it mocked the idea of money being synonymous with status. It would have gone down well in Richmond. He turned the Ward McAllisters into poodles, and portrayed rich hostesses sitting alone in their ballrooms, suddenly out of favor. Gibson moved easily in New York society—he was a charming, engaging man—and mocked it as much as he flattered it from a patrician, lightly moralistic Boston point of view. He believed in some romantic, aristocratic idealism, in which money played no part, in which

 “Love Conquers All”—a typical caption to his drawings. The vogue of Anglophilia—of what he saw as young American heiresses giving in, from the misguided snobbery of their mothers, to the desperation of down-at-heel English aristocrats—was one butt of his satire. The shameful spectacle of social-climbing industrialists and their wives scrambling for status was another.


 Then, in 1890, he created the Gibson Girl. She was tall and straight, competent and strong, very sexy with her flowing straight skirts and waisted shirts and her imperious, steely gaze that fixed you from beneath half-closed eyelids. How much was disdain? How much adoration? It was clear that she wasn’t so independent that romance and the prospect of love and marriage didn’t occupy her thoughts constantly. But she married for love, not money—she couldn’t be bought. It was another twist in the chivalric ideal that had sustained the spas of Virginia. But this time the Gibson Girl was the flowering of the all-American pioneer spirit, untouched by European imitation. She was a national treasure, a definition of style that taught an entire generation how to walk, talk, and dress. The fact that all Gibson’s models were New York society girls made the ideal even more exciting and unattainable.


 The Gibson Girl was much more like the real Nancy and Phyllis than the Belle Irene. She was an outdoor creature who existed only in the summer, riding, bicycling, playing sports that were unheard-of for women until now. Gibson had wanted her to be equal if not superior to men. He drew her in a football match set in the future between Harvard and Vassar, in which the Vassar girls were dressed as generals, perhaps displaying a certain level of sexual anxiety. His Gibson beau was a stunned, tongue-tied votary, brittle, incompetent, confused. He was often modeled physically on Gibson’s handsome and equally famous friend, the journalist and adventurer Richard Harding Davis, whose books echoed the Boston romantic ideal. The phenomenon was a serial soap opera and a marketing bonanza—there was a huge trade in Gibson Girl ephemera—that lasted for almost twenty years, until the 1920s flapper pushed it aside. The art critic Robert Hughes once depicted the Gibson Girl as the American counterpart of “La Belle Dame Sans Merci,” the femme fatale who obsessed Huysmans and the Decadents. The Gibson Girl was the New World version—wholesome, full of innocence and promise.


 Irene went back to New York with her parents in the summer of 1894 for the annual horse show. Irene was never much of a rider compared to Nancy and Phyllis, but by this time she was required to do hardly more than hold the bridle to have yet another accomplishment attributed to her. One night, a dinner was given in her honor at Delmonico’s, the most fashionable restaurant in New York, and the scene of the Patriarchs’ Ball. At an adjoining table sat Richard Harding Davis, now the Greek god of New York café society. Beside him sat his friend Charles Dana Gibson.


 Never one to pass up admiration, Irene made a detour, as she left, and rustled past their table. A third guest who was dining with them and knew Irene summoned her back and made the introduction. There was tea the following day and then, as Irene wrote to a friend, “I visited his [Gibson’s] studio, something unheard of in those days. I played and sang

 ‘Goodnight Beloved’ and, well, I just sang him into it.”


 Gibson was hooked and began his seduction by sending Irene a drawing of a Gibson Girl singing at the piano, eyes closed, mouth open, with a choir of disembodied cherubim crowding the background of the picture, also in full chant, their eyes bursting with effort. It was called Love Song. It was an example of Gibson’s most vulgar style, falling into a pastiche of Spanish devotional painting, in the cause of infatuation. It might have been Irene’s autoportrait. It was either very like the way she liked to play the piano or certainly how she did so from then on. Irene, who had never read a book, disingenuously sent Gibson In Ole Virginia, by Thomas Nelson Page, to show where she came from.


 Chillie Langhorne hadn’t taken in the fame of Charles Dana Gibson, despite his recent education in New York society. He gave him a rough ride when he arrived at Mirador in a buggy from the station, suggesting that he keep the buggy waiting for the next train. He couldn’t see the point of what he called “this damn charcoal artist” and “yankee sign painter.” Having got this far, and now able to take her pick of any one of America’s eligible young men, Irene was perversely settling for the equivalent of an impoverished Virginian. Chillie warned her that she would starve if anything happened to him: it was clear that he didn’t own any railroad stock. But Nancy and Phyllis liked him. They had read about him and asked him to “Tell us about Bohemia.” All Irene’s suitors melted away in the following months and she never looked at anybody else. Chillie Langhorne was won over by Gibson’s charm and a letter from the ever-useful Thomas Nelson Page. When they were, at first secretly, engaged, Irene wrote to a friend,

 “He makes loads of money, or plenty anyhow and is the most determined soul you ever knew. In London we shall have a delicious time. He knows many people and his reputation has gone before him.”


 Their wedding in Richmond in November 1895 was seen as a symbolic end of the Civil War. It was the end, too, of the Belle era. The event was as fascinating in the popular imagination as the wedding of Gertrude Vanderbilt and Harry Payne Whitney, a marriage that would link two families of enormous wealth, the following year. The Gibson wedding was described in the headline of the Richmond Times-Dispatch, which devoted its front page to the event, as the marriage of “Beauty and Genius.” For Gibson’s fans, it must have been difficult to separate fantasy from reality: Irene really did seem to be the incarnation of their Girl, in which case it was also a day of mourning. In fact, something strange had happened. The drawings that Dana Gibson did of Irene now bore no comparison to the photographs of her as a Belle. The flat, parted hair had been brushed up and back, showing a long neck, the face had been thinned and streamlined. She seemed to have lost weight. The wide eyes had dimmed. The transition from Southern Belle to Gibson Girl was seamless, if cosmetic.


 The ceremony took place at St. Paul’s Church, the church of Robert E. Lee and Jefferson Davis. Private railroad cars had brought more stars from New York: Richard Harding Davis, who was an usher; Stanford White, already famous for his Memorial Arch at Washington Square and for Madison Square Garden; Dana Gibson’s brother, Langdon, an Arctic explorer who had been on one of Peary’s expeditions. Many of them stayed in the magnificent Jefferson Hotel, newly refurbished, with its staircase (later used in the film of Gone With the Wind) and its live alligators in the lobby. At Nanaire’s house on Grace Street, the guests were given, among other forgotten southern delicacies, “Boucheese St. Jourdan,” “Charlotte Russe S. Honore,” and “Viennoise Panier Garni.”


 The couple set off for Gibraltar, Spain, Naples, Rome, Florence, Monte Carlo, Paris, and London. Here they installed themselves in Albany, the exclusive, barracklike apartment building in Piccadilly, where, until Irene’s arrival, no woman had been allowed to take up residence. At the first dinner party Irene gave—a disaster at which the food ran out almost immediately, and for which she was teased for weeks by her friends sending around food parcels—the guests included John Singer Sargent and Henry James, “gravely wounded and abysmally depressed,” suffering from years of neglect of his novels and currently at work on The Awkward Age.
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 Mr. Shaw and Mr. Brooks


 NANCY AND PHYLLIS were bridesmaids at Irene’s wedding, “two of Virginia’s most charming little ladies,” as they were described, “fetchingly apparelled in exquisite French gowns of taffeta with long white gloves and large leghorn hats trimmed with white ostrich tips.” The ceremony affected them in different ways: Phyllis, aged fifteen, was overcome with tearful emotion; Nancy, dry-eyed, concentrated with delight on the thought that she could move into Irene’s old room that night.


 The newspapers had immediately granted Nancy rights of succession and elected her a Belle. Ambition dictated that she should also inherit Irene’s fame and privileges. She imagined marking up proposals on her scorecard in the same way. Chillie’s sons having failed, the burden of success—or so it seemed to Nancy—was transferred to his daughters. Furtherance depended entirely on men, however, and therefore on marriage. But Nancy seemed to treat men like boys and younger brothers rather than suitors: she would rather, quite literally, compete than flirt with them. Ingrained in the girlish memory of Mrs. Beatty Moore is the way Nancy shocked the conventions of the Richmond horse show by entering in a man’s class. She remembered her “in a white linen riding habit on a lovely horse and I remember the name of the horse to this day—it was Queen Bee. Bareheaded, nothing on her head. She had lovely hair. And she was ruled out. She had no business entering a man’s class, of course, and she was furious and she dismounted and threw her reins over the pommel and gave Queen Bee a whack and stomped out of the ring and when she got to the fence some man gave her a foot up and she came over the fence like she was mounting a horse.”


 Nevertheless, Nancy still expected the beaux to behave in the traditional way—which meant to propose almost as soon as they paid attention to you. If they hadn’t actually fallen in love, they were expected to play the part. There existed no other variation or form of courtship. She had some brittle confrontations: romance in her teens seemed to consist of counting up the proposals she had rejected and unfavorably comparing her score to that of Irene (by the time she was married, she counted only sixteen to Irene’s sixty-two). Nor did the beaux find Nancy as companionable as Phyllis, who genuinely enjoyed their company. “Nausea” was what Nancy felt when an admirer sent her a stream of letters and poems. But love was a difficult subject for Nancy, an abstract necessity to be conjured with. As in later life, it was the conquests that hadn’t quite worked that preoccupied her—the admirers who walked away without first being rejected. Phyllis would later say that Nancy never understood love in her endless struggle to separate the spiritual from the material, the spirit from the flesh (although the flesh was never a fierce combatant). Nancy seemed to like men only in some idealized form, like the figures she cut from the magazines. Otherwise, she was easily bored and irritated by them. It was perhaps something to do with these conflicts of identity that caused her, in her adolescence, to show signs of delicate health: melancholia, nervous debility, unexplained neuralgias. Nanaire, considering her too fragile to take part in her debutante season, forbade her late-night balls.


 Instead, while the rich Yankees were sending their daughters south to learn manners, Chillie sent Nancy to a finishing school in New York, Miss Brown’s Academy for Young Ladies, to acquire polite accomplishments. It was a grave mistake, an experience that taught Nancy, if anything, precisely the opposite of the Miss Brown prospectus. Whatever Chillie and Nanaire thought was lacking in Nancy’s upbringing is not clear. Miss Brown’s seems to have been a social move, but they underestimated the impact of the worldly North on the sensibilities of a girl who had hardly been out of Virginia. Nanaire had packed Nancy’s entire wardrobe: one tailor-made and two homemade dresses. Nancy arrived to find that her roommate had eleven suits and dresses and her jewelry scattered about the room, which caused Nancy particular anxiety. She complained to the teacher: “What if they disappear?” The girls talked only of their wardrobes, of how much money their fathers made. But, worse, according to Nancy, were the “odd, and to me, quite revolting affairs going on between them and young men. I remember my shame and horror when one of my companions winked at a man in the street.” Nancy, feeling for the first time at a disadvantage with her contemporaries, reacted like a cornered cat to this sinful, unfamiliar Yankee world. She wrote later, “I have never forgotten how it horrified me.”
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