
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			Bar Harbor Babylon

			Murder, Misfortune, and Scandal on Mount Desert Island

			Dan and Leslie Landrigan

			[image: ]

			Camden, Maine

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			An imprint of The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.

			4501 Forbes Blvd., Ste. 200

			Lanham, MD 20706

			www.rowman.com

			Distributed by NATIONAL BOOK NETWORK

			Copyright © 2019 Dan and Leslie Landrigan

			Maps by Melissa Baker

			All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote passages in a review.

			British Library Cataloguing in Publication Information available

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

			Names: Landrigan, Dan, author. | Landrigan, Leslie, author.

			Title: Bar Harbor Babylon : murder, misfortune, and scandal on Mount Desert Island / Dan and Leslie Landrigan.

			Description: Camden, Maine : Down East Books, 2019. | Includes bibliographical references and index. 

			Identifiers: LCCN 2018051996 (print) | LCCN 2018059539 (ebook) | ISBN 9781608939022 (Electronic) | ISBN 9781608939015 (cloth : alk. paper) | ISBN 9781608939022 (e-book)

			Subjects: LCSH: Mount Desert Island (Me.)—History—Anecdotes. | Mount Desert Island (Me.) —Social life and customs—Anecdotes. | Scandals—Maine—Mount Desert Island—Anecdotes.

			Classification: LCC F27.M9 (ebook) | LCC F27.M9 L27 2019 (print) | DDC 974.1/45—dc23

			LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2018051996

			[image: ] The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992.

			Printed in the United States of America

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

	
		
			Introduction

			For nearly a century, a stream of wealthy summer visitors turned Mount Desert Island into a Petri dish for scandal and intrigue.

			Artists were among the first tourists to come. Hudson River School painters like Frederic Church and Thomas Cole captured in oil the grandeur of the mountains next to the sea. Their paintings, sold in city galleries, inspired people to come see for themselves the beauty of Mount Desert Island. And the trouble began.

			Camps gave way to hotels, and hotels begat cottages, and cottages grew into miniature palaces as the influx of summer visitors grew ever richer and more ostentatious until, inevitably, the resort’s status faded.

			Creating a comprehensive catalog of the scandals that touched the island would fill ten books. In Bar Harbor Babylon we offer a sampling of the tales of excess, political shenanigans, marital intrigue, and outright criminal antics that fascinated tourists and locals alike over the years.

			In its heyday, the visitors to Mount Desert Island enjoyed the salacious details of high-society scandals almost as much as the fresh air and beautiful vistas of the region. We hope you will find them entertaining, as well.

		

	
		
			It’s a Rich Man’s World

		

	
		
			The Man Who Stole Cadillac Mountain

			If George Dorr is the father of Acadia National Park, John Stewart Kennedy is its rich uncle—and one of the black sheep of the founding fathers of Acadia. As Mount Desert’s opulent Cottage Age was beginning to crumble, Dorr was casting about for donors to preserve the island’s natural beauty. Kennedy avidly supported the effort. More importantly, with his millions, he could help pay for it. When Dorr needed a check written for some piece of land or other, Kennedy proved a soft touch. A philanthropist who funded many charities in his home city of New York, his largesse also extended to his summer community—or at least one of them—at Bar Harbor. When Kennedy died, he left an estate worth $67 million. Of that, $25 million went to charity and $35 million to his widow.

			Kennedy bought the summit of what we now call Cadillac Mountain for Dorr. And when Dorr needed money to acquire Pickett Mountain and part of Champlain Mountain, Kennedy again agreed to fund the purchase. Before it could be bought, however, Kennedy took ill in 1909. On his deathbed he whispered to his wife: “Remember . . . that I promised Mr. Dorr . . . to help him get that land.” And so Mr. Dorr got his land.

			Kennedy made his generosity seem gracious and effortless. But perhaps it’s easier to give away money when you stole it in the first place.

			Though some of Kennedy’s wealth was the product of hard work, his biographers explain that his big score came from swindling his richest and most trusting clients.

			Early biographies of Kennedy, probably influenced by his family, tend to put his business practices in a positive light. The National Cyclopaedia of American Biography, a collection of biographical articles based on questionnaires sent to relatives, notes: “He “won an enviable reputation for clean and safe methods and a dignified and exalted standard of business ethics.” Unfortunately, it’s a bit of stretch. Kennedy made his money as a banker, but he was not known for his business ethics.

			The Man Who Got the Money

			Kennedy was a Scot, born into a family of modest means in 1830 and raised in Glasgow, a booming Industrial Age city. He had little formal education by today’s standards, but for the times his public schooling put him well above most children his age.

			He started his working life at thirteen as a shipping clerk. He then got a job as a manufacturer’s representative, selling to railroads for the Glasgow branch of a London iron firm. Like most ambitious businessmen of his day, he set his sights on America. So, at the age of twenty, the company sent him to New York.

			In New York, John Stewart Kennedy found a banking firm that took him on. He was ready when opportunity knocked in the form of a deep recession caused by the Panic of 1873.

			In September of 1873 the bank Cooke & Co. failed. Founded by financier Jay Cooke, the firm had been built on Cooke’s deals with Treasury Secretary Salmon Chase. Cooke sold war bonds to support the Union Army during the Civil War and pocketed enormous profits for himself.

			Convinced of his financial genius and backed by wealthy investors, Cooke plunged into railroad stocks. His goal was to build a second intercontinental railroad to the Pacific Northwest through the Midwest. Cooke, however, was not as smart as he thought. Along the way he managed to bring down a government in Canada with his shady practices. And when he discovered that he was overextended—to put it mildly—in his railroad investments, he shuttered his bank and declared its insolvency.

			The fallout was enormous. A panic on Wall Street ensued. The stock market closed for two days, and America’s giant banks took a hard look at their books and discovered (surprise) that they, too, were overinvested in valueless railroads. One by one they toppled. As the financial crisis worsened, America sank into a long depression. Commercial activity slowed, building construction stopped, and companies cut workers’ wages. Labor unrest spread, and in 1877, one hundred people were killed during riots and police violence in a nationwide railroad strike.

			Cooke’s railroads went bankrupt. Most of the partners in his firm escaped serious losses, having moved their money elsewhere because they knew of the impending failure. The naive investors, however, were not so lucky. Far away in Holland, Cooke’s major Dutch investors had millions invested in his railroads. They began looking for a man they could trust to help steer them out of the mess. They turned to John Stewart Kennedy.

			On the surface, Kennedy seemed like the perfect man for the job. He was an anchor of calm experience in a storm of business collapses, labor strikes, violence, and depression. He’d cut his teeth selling steel to the railroads, and he knew the pennies and nickels of the business, not just the Wall Streeter’s view.

			The Dutch syndicate was baffled to find its investment insolvent. Eight years earlier in 1865, the Dutch investors had pulled the St. Paul and Pacific Railroad from bankruptcy. They held majority ownership with bonds that had a face value of $28 million. The railroad had five hundred miles of track and millions of acres of land pledged to it. And no word of financial trouble had been communicated to its investors. Was it possible the management had plundered the railroad so savagely that it was broke and insolvent again after just a few years?

			It was possible.

			From Bad to Worse

			In 1875, the bankruptcy court appointed a steamboat operator named J. P. Farley to run the railroad while it sorted out the remains of the company. Kennedy, speaking for the Dutch investors, had given Farley his blessing. He and Farley had worked together finding railroad investments in the 1860s, and Kennedy knew him well.

			While the public perceived the railroad as a boondoggle, a group of four men knew otherwise. The St. Paul and Pacific had valuable land grants and access to the growing cities of the Pacific Northwest, which were in dire need of better railroads. If someone actually built the railroad, rather than simply robbing it of its wealth, a formidable business was possible.

			Led by James J. Hill, known as the “Empire Builder,” the four men wanted to buy the railroad. But first they had to get it away from the Dutch. What ensued was a three-way tug-of-war. The Dutch owned the railroad and wanted their $28 million. Hill had the experience and political connections to make the railroad go, but he didn’t have $28 million to buy it. And Farley wanted to run the railroad for himself.

			John Stewart Kennedy faced an interesting temptation. He could make all efforts to recover money for his Dutch clients. Or, if he could dupe the Dutch into thinking the railroad was worthless, he might turn the railroad into his own personal gravy train. Michael Malone, in his book James J. Hill: Empire Builder of the Northwest, summarizes the dilemma: “As for Kennedy, even by the easy moral standards of the Gilded Age, he obviously had a glaring conflict of interest on his hands.” But not for long.

			Kennedy cast his lot with Hill and his partners. He persuaded the Dutch investors that their best chance to get anything for their bonds was to sell out to Hill and his group. They proposed buying the bonds for as little as thirteen cents on the dollar. The Dutch investors went for it hook, line, and sinker. Their $28 million in bonds netted them just $4.3 million.

			Quick as a wink, Hill, now owner of the bonds, foreclosed on the railroad. Now he owned a railroad worth tens of millions of dollars free and clear. Kennedy, for lying to the Dutch, demanded payment of $100,000. Hill and his partners agreed to pay him $80,000 in cash. But Hill’s real payment to Kennedy for clearing out his Dutch clients was a one-fifth share of the new railroad.

			“Contemporary wisdom had it that the Dutch got bilked,” Malone concludes, which “surely is at least half-truth.”

			The little swindle didn’t go without a hitch, however. Hill, Kennedy, and their associates found themselves in hot water with two injured parties. A small group of bondholders hadn’t gone along with the Dutch. They sued the Hill-Kennedy group, charging fraud. Eventually they forced Hill to pay full face value for their bonds.

			A bigger problem, however, was J. P. Farley, the ferry operator who had taken charge of operations at the railroad. Hill and Kennedy moved to cut him out of any share of the railroad, and he made trouble. Farley sued, claiming Kennedy’s one-fifth share of the railroad was supposed to be his.

			The old steamboat operator told an ugly tale. He, Hill, and their associates had agreed that Farley would slow construction of the railroad and run it so badly the Dutch would have to sell on the cheap. And prior to the sale, Kennedy had denied having any interest in the railroad. Farley accused Kennedy of hiding from the Dutch the fact that he owned a share of the railroad and would profit from making the sale as cheap as possible.

			In their book, The Man Who Found the Money: John Stewart Kennedy and the Financing of the Western Railroad, Saul Engelbourg and Leonard Bushkoff concluded that Kennedy was at least “disingenuous” in his statements.

			However, they note, whatever deal was struck between Kennedy and the Hill associates before the sale was masterfully hidden. All parties “preferred to avoid leaving a paper trail that might prove potentially embarrassing.”

			Though he fought his claims all the way to the US Supreme Court, Farley simply couldn’t prove his case. He might have proven Kennedy a liar, but he couldn’t prove that Hill had ever promised him a stake in the railroad. Farley was out of the money, while Kennedy and Hill and the other associates became millionaires ten times over as the railroad grew.

			George Stephen, one of Hill’s partners in the railroad, would later state matters succinctly in a letter: “When I first knew Kennedy he considered himself a very rich man having by 20 years of hard work accumulated $500,000. He was agent for the Dutch bondholders. . . . Kennedy was very useful to me. To reward him I gave him one-fifth interest . . . and that is how he became the Scotch millionaire.”

			And that is how Cadillac Mountain came to be part of the national park. Kennedy retired from business in 1883 at the ripe old age of fifty-three. Though not stingy, Kennedy was not lavish in his spending in his early life, having only one home in New York. That changed in 1892, when John Stewart Kennedy began living large. Really large. He first tried to acquire a manor house in Scotland, but the sale ended up in court, and Kennedy walked away. After that, he built a mansion befitting a Gilded Age robber baron on Bar Harbor’s Shore Path. He called it Kenarden.

			Kenarden belonged to the second wave of cottages built in Bar Harbor. And in contrast to the earliest cottage builder’s love of simplicity, the second wave was marked by ostentation. Marble halls, elevators, indoor pools, and enormous size were the vogue.

			It took one hundred fifty men to build Kenarden, one of the most beautiful estates in Bar Harbor. It was situated on twenty-three acres of lawns, gardens, and woods. The seventy-two-room main house had eight master bedrooms, five master baths, and thirteen rooms for the servants alone. The house was lit by 650 light bulbs, requiring its own power plant. Newspapers said it looked like a “fairy palace” when lit up at night.

			Scattered around the grounds were a gate house, property manager’s house, garage, stable, greenhouse, laundry, and tool house.

			Famed landscape designer Beatrix Farrand designed the exquisite Italian Garden. Emma Kennedy, in the style of the English nobility, opened the garden to the public one day a month.

			Kennedy’s lavish lifestyle extended well beyond Mount Desert. When trout season opened, John Stewart Kennedy was always at the South Side Sportsman’s Club of Long Island. He also opened the salmon season in Canada, often at the Restigouche Salmon Club, of which he was president.

			Winters found him on Jekyll Island off Georgia, where he built a mansion on the grounds of the Millionaire’s Club, arguably the most elite country club in America. The club didn’t allow just any rich socialite to join, admitting only one hundred members. Kennedy rubbed elbows with Marshall Field, William Rockefeller, William K. Vanderbilt, and J. P. Morgan. How influential was the Millionaire’s Club? In 1910 a secret ten-day meeting was held at the club to establish the Federal Reserve System.

			Back on Mount Desert, Kennedy made few waves, though he was known for his eccentricities. Despite his embrace of Wall Street speculation, he waged a personal crusade against gambling. In Maine, he insisted that all gambling and card playing be done out of sight in the clubs or hotels.

			He was well-known for his afternoon naps, which he defended fiercely. One afternoon a carriage driver refused to shuttle J. P. Morgan—the world’s most powerful financier— to Kenarden. Morgan had to call first and obtain permission to disturb Kennedy’s siesta.

		

	
		
			The Fabulous McLeans and Their Hoodoo Diamond

			The McLeans’ half-century in Bar Harbor began with bright promise but ended in tragedy and madness.

			Beginning in 1890 and continuing for more than fifty years, members of the McLean family were fixtures of the summer season at Bar Harbor. First, John McLean brought his young son Ned to summers on the island. Then Ned and his wife, Evalyn Walsh McLean, maintained the tradition of visiting Mount Desert.

			Evalyn’s father bought the couple Briarcliffe (or Briar Cliffe) in 1909, a summer cottage on the Shore Path, where they hosted lively parties for decades. That first year was a happy time for the couple. Perhaps the happiest they ever knew, for their lives over the next thirty years would slowly, steadily decline into madness, scandal, and ruin. The couple’s demise coincided almost perfectly with their ownership of the world-famous Hope Diamond, known to the superstitious as the Hoodoo Diamond.

			When the Walshes bought the 45.52-carat diamond, it already had a reputation as a stone that carried a curse. In light of what happened to the McLeans, you could believe it easily enough. Over the next thirty years, the fabulous Ned McLeans would suffer one tragedy after another as they lived life at a blistering pace, hobnobbing with heads of state, partying around the clock in Washington, D.C., and traveling the world.

			Evalyn Walsh McLean said she didn’t believe her family’s misfortune stemmed from the diamond’s curse. In her memoir, Father Struck It Rich, she suggested something else put a curse on her family: money.

			Evalyn Walsh: Rags to Riches

			Evalyn Walsh McLean was the daughter of Irish immigrant Thomas Walsh, a carpenter, and Carrie Bell Reed, a schoolteacher. As a child, Evalyn and her younger brother, Vinson, moved around western mining towns while her father prospected for gold. In 1896, when Evalyn was ten years old, her father came into her bedroom and said, “Daughter, I’ve struck it rich.” He had discovered the Camp Bird gold mine in Ouray, Colorado, one of the richest ever found.

			Thomas Walsh moved the family to Washington, DC, where the fashionable wealthy were settling around the turn of the century. When Evalyn told her father that walking to school was “trying for my dignity,” he gave her a blue carriage with a pair of matched horses and a coachman in silk hat and gloves. In 1902, he spent $1 million building a sixty-room mansion on Massachusetts Avenue, where the family ate off gold plates. He encouraged Evalyn’s compulsive spending on clothing. She wore the latest Paris fashions, and if she wasn’t wearing jewelry, she said, her family assumed she wasn’t feeling well and called a doctor.

			She was feisty, reckless, kindhearted, impetuous, a gambler, a showoff. “It’s only when the thing I buy creates a show for those around me that I get my money’s worth,” she wrote. “I cannot remember when I did not hunger after thrills. That is the key to all my recklessness, I fancy. For some thrills I have paid terrific prices, but we live just once, and of all the things in this world, I hate boredom most.”

			Her brother, Vinson, shared her reckless streak. He died when the Mercedes he was driving ran off the road in Newport, Rhode Island, in 1905. Evalyn was seriously injured in the crash. She was given morphine while she recovered and became addicted to it. Eventually her doctors withheld the drug, and she lost her craving for it—but not permanently.

			Ned Meets Evalyn

			Evalyn met Ned McLean at dancing class when she was eleven and he was eight. He fell in love with her at first sight. As he grew into a young man, Ned asked her to marry him dozens of times, but she refused because of his drinking. At times he drank so heavily he had to make a sling from a handkerchief to steady his drinking hand. Finally, though, she acquiesced when he promised to give up alcohol.

			Ned was handsome and shy, from a long line of military heroes. Evalyn always admired his pedigree, if she didn’t always admire him. He was the only child of John Roll McLean, who inherited the Cincinnati Enquirer and the Washington Post from his father and owned a share of the Cincinnati Red Stockings. The elder McLean and US Senator Stephen Benton Elkins built the Great Falls and Old Dominion Railroad in Virginia, and the town that grew up around it was named McLean.

			Ned’s mother, the former Emily Truxtun Beale, was the daughter of Edward F. “Ned” Beale, a towering figure in nineteenth-century America. Beale was a military general, an explorer, the first man to bring gold back from California, a diplomat, a rancher, and a friend to Kit Carson, Buffalo Bill Cody, and Ulysses S. Grant. In 1872, he bought the Decatur House, right across from the White House. Ned’s uncle, Truxtun Beale, was a diplomat who married Secretary of State James G. Blaine’s daughter.

			Ned’s aunt Mary married the last Czarist Russian ambassador to the United States, George Bakhmeteff. That relationship prompted Ned and Evalyn to visit Russia, where Evalyn charmed their Russian hosts. Cole Porter immortalized her in a song, Anything Goes: “When Missus Ned McLean (God bless her) / Can get Russian reds to “yes” her / Then I suppose / Anything goes.”

			Evalyn eventually realized the Beale genes she so admired had weakened by the time they got to her husband. “The great traditions of the Beales were funneled into Ned—and there, somehow, smothered,” she wrote. But that insight came after many years of marriage.

			She would have preferred a society wedding, and Ned’s mother wanted to hold it in Bar Harbor. Ned, however, persuaded her to elope. They were married in Colorado on July 22, 1908. “A queer, queer fellow was this Ned McLean, that I had married,” she wrote. She described him as “unearned wealth in undisciplined hands,” a case of the pot calling the kettle black.

			The Wedding of the Decade

			Ned and Evalyn’s marriage started out with a bang. The newspaper society pages fawned over the couple and their carefree, extravagant lifestyle. Ned and Evalyn’s lives, it seemed, could have been the model for The Great Gatsby, opulent, pointless excess papering over a hollow existence.

			Their parents gave them $200,000 for a three-month honeymoon in Europe and the Middle East. Typical of Ned and Evalyn, they blew through all of their money by the time they reached Paris and couldn’t pay their hotel bill.

			They set up housekeeping in Friendship, a sprawling mansion built for Ned’s father near the National Cathedral in Washington, DC. There they threw extravagant parties for which they became famous.

			“Everybody who was anybody went to their luncheons,” reported the Boston Globe. “There one saw Senators, judges, diplomats, Cabinet members, generals and admirals—famous personalities of every kind.”

			At one New Year’s party, forty cases of champagne were consumed before dinner. Two thousand Washington socialites attended another. Idaho Senator William Edgar Borah once looked around Evalyn’s sumptuous ballroom and remarked, “This is what brings on revolutions.”

			A single ostentatious mansion wasn’t enough for the Ned McLeans, so Evalyn’s father bought Briarcliffe for them. It was a large old-fashioned shingle-style cottage. They talked of tearing it down, but in the end they added a bowling alley wing, a ballroom with murals of the Bay of Naples, a nursery suite, and a wing for Evalyn’s mother.

			The house had originally been designed by William Ralph Emerson for J. Montgomery Sears, owner of America’s Cup challenger Puritan. John D. Rockefeller Jr. rented it before the McLeans bought it, and his son Nelson was born in the cottage.

			A Diamond Is Forever

			The McLeans first laid eyes on the Hope Diamond while vacationing in Paris in 1910. The jeweler Pierre Cartier came to their hotel room and showed them the gem. By then, the curse of the fabulous blue jewel was well known. It was associated with murders, financial failures, and the guillotine, having been in Marie Antoinette’s possession.

			The jeweler undoubtedly knew the McLeans by their free-spending reputation. But at first, Evalyn didn’t care for the bauble. It wasn’t the curse that troubled her, or even the exorbitant price. It was the setting that put her off. Months later, Cartier came to Washington with the diamond, which he had reset, and tried once more to lure Evalyn with it. He let her keep it over the weekend. She put it on her dresser. “For hours that jewel stared at me,” she wrote. “At some point during that night I began to want the thing.”

			Ned made the deal for the Hoodoo Diamond in the offices of the Washington Post in January 1911. It cost $154,000, according to Evalyn. Today the gem’s value is estimated at $200 million. It’s called the most expensive object that can be held in one hand.

			Evalyn didn’t think the Hope Diamond would bring her bad luck, but she confessed to a certain wariness. And the purchase had an out. If the McLeans felt the diamond caused them misfortune, they had a right to return it. “Do I believe a lot of silly superstitions, legends of the diamond?” she wrote. “I must confess I know better and yet, knowing better, I believe. By that I mean I never let my friends or children touch it.”

			When she bought the diamond, Evalyn called her mother-in-law to tell her about it. Mrs. John McLean was with Mrs. Robert Goelet and nearly fainted when Evalyn told her the news.

			“It is a cursed stone,” she said. Both ladies tried to talk Evalyn out of keeping the jewel, even driving over to her house to do it in person.

			Within a year both Mrs. John McLean and Mrs. Goelet were dead. In September 1912, Evalyn and Ned got word that his mother had a bad head cold and rushed to her side in Bar Harbor. She died despite extraordinary efforts to bring her vacationing doctor to her bedside all the way from North Carolina.

			Evalyn had the diamond blessed in a church, but even that effort seemed overshadowed by doom. As the minister consecrated it, lightning flashed, and a huge tree across the street suddenly crashed to the ground.

			That year was especially difficult for Evalyn. She had been overcome with grief over the recent death of her father and relapsed into morphine addiction. Through her drug-and-alcohol haze, she often didn’t recognize guests at the parties she continued to host. Rather than send her away, Ned fashioned a sanitarium on the top floor of Friendship, where Evalyn could recover. She roamed her mansions convinced reptilian monsters were crawling all over the rooms.

			Suffer the Little Children

			In 1909, the McLeans had their first son, Vinson Walsh McLean. Danger followed him from the start. He was called the “hundred-million-dollar baby,” which exaggerated somewhat his financial prospects. He slept in a golden crib, a gift from King Leopold of Belgium.

			Their second son, John “Jock” McLean, would be born seven years later, followed by Edward Beale McLean Jr., and their only daughter, Evalyn Washington McLean.

			In 1910, Briarcliffe was burgled. Police suspected it might have been part of a kidnapping plot against the baby. The kidnap fears intensified as the publicity over the Hope Diamond raised the McLeans’ profile. The child was watched around the clock by nurses and bodyguards. In 1918, all the McLeans’ efforts to protect Vinson came to naught. The nine-year-old boy evaded his minders, ran into the street, and was struck and killed by a car. Later the McLeans’ great-grandson said Vinson had been carrying the diamond in his pocket, though that contradicts Evalyn’s claim that she never let her children touch it.

			The death of young Vinson was probably the greatest tragedy to befall the McLean children, but it was not the only one. In the summer of 1922, John McLean was fishing on a boat off Bar Harbor. He caught an enormous cod that pulled him into the ocean, and he nearly drowned.

			Years later, the curse of the McLeans would claim another victim. In 1941, the McLeans’ daughter Evalyn wore the Hope Diamond at her wedding to US Senator Robert Rice Reynolds. Reynolds, a North Carolinian who’d already been married four times, was known as “Buncombe Bob.” He was fifty-seven; she was nineteen. He was a bitter isolationist, an apologist for Nazi Germany, and co-owner of a fascist anti-Semitic newspaper, The Defender. Six years into their marriage, she committed suicide by taking an overdose of sleeping pills.

			Yet, for all the misery associated with the Hope Diamond, it seems Evalyn Walsh McLean’s real curse was her husband.

			A Powerbroker Unspools

			When he was just twenty-two years old, Ned McLean was named managing editor of the Washington Post. Evalyn later said he was neither an editor nor even a cub reporter. He was just a rich man’s son.

			Over the next seventeen years, Ned McLean turned the Post into a reactionary, juvenile newspaper viewed with disdain by most journalists. He had little interest in politics, except for his friend President Warren G. Harding. He was more interested in hunting, baseball, golf, and horse racing. He bought Belmont Plantation in Loudoun County, Virginia, built a stable, and filled it with thoroughbred race horses.

			McLean was a difficult man: charming, suspicious, changeable, a falling-down drunk, a plausible liar, a wanton womanizer. Evalyn claimed she was the only person who exercised any control over him, but she accurately predicted his disastrous end in dissipation. Even his pets were dissipated. He had a pet seal that he fed whiskey every day. Once, in Palm Beach, McLean shared his whiskey with a trained bear and took it to a whorehouse. The bear badly mauled two women.

			A Washington Post reporter once woke up on a transatlantic ocean liner. Ned had drugged and kidnapped him because he wanted company on the trip. In bars, he liked to knock hats off men’s heads, then stamp on them while his bodyguards stood by, waiting to reimburse the victims.

			At one point, Evalyn thought Ned’s friend Warren G. Harding would be a good influence on him. She was wrong about that. Ned turned out to be a bad influence on Harding. They were drinking buddies who led the Secret Service on chases in Ned’s convertibles. Together they applauded the showgirls at the Gayety Burlesque from a concealed box. Ned especially annoyed Florence Harding when he urinated into the fireplace in the East Room of the White House.

			Harding frequented the Love Nest, a house owned by the McLeans that was convenient to the White House on H Street. It was connected to the McLean mansion next door. Ned and Evalyn rented it to Attorney General Harry Daugherty and his gofer Jess Smith. There was a butler and a cook and a weekly delivery of confiscated liquor. A poker game was usually in progress, and Ned brought call girls and prostitutes from New York City.

			One night, Ned invited several chorus girls from New York to dinner at the Love Nest after a show. Harding was there, along with Jess Smith and Harry Daugherty. By 3 a.m., the partygoers were wildly drunk. Someone suggested they clear the table so the girls could dance on it. The guests started throwing things from the table. A water bottle hit one of the women in the head, knocking her unconscious.

			Smith called Gaston Means, an FBI agent, and told him to come to the Love Nest, where there’d been some trouble. Means later wrote there were half-drunken women sprawled on sofas and chairs “with terror painted on their faces.” No one had called a doctor. President Harding was leaning on the mantel with his bodyguards beside him. Means took the unconscious girl to his car and drove her to a nearby hospital. She died a few days later, but the scandal was hushed up. The Washington Post, of course, never reported it.

			By then, the bickering between Evalyn and Ned had become the stuff of Washington society columns.

			Teapot Dome Blows Up

			In August 1923, President Warren G. Harding died suddenly of a cerebral hemorrhage. Distraught by the loss of Ned’s good friend, the McLeans left Washington for Bar Harbor. While they were out of town, they lent the use of their mansion Friendship to Harding’s widow, Florence.

			Safely out of the White House, Florence launched a futile effort to protect her husband’s reputation. At Friendship she sorted through Harding’s papers, burning hundreds of the most damaging documents in the fireplace. It was all for naught. Long-suppressed stories of Harding’s extramarital affairs emerged in the press.

			And then the Teapot Dome scandal broke.

			The scandal was named for the California wilderness called Teapot Dome, where the US government had set aside oil reserves for use by the US Navy. Ned McLean’s friend Albert Fall, secretary of the Interior, had taken a large bribe in return for leasing the lands without asking for bids.

			Ned McLean was implicated in the scandal as a minor accessory after the fact. The US Senate was investigating Fall when he asked Ned to say he had loaned him $100,000.

			Oil man Ed Doheny had actually loaned Fall the money, but he didn’t want it known. Doheny was in the process of raising $20 million to consolidate his oil holdings. He knew the revelation that he had bribed Fall would scuttle his plans, so he asked Fall to ask Ned McLean to lie, and he did.

			Evalyn had harangued Ned not to perjure himself before the Senate. Senator Tom Walsh of Montana, who was leading the investigation, suspected Ned couldn’t have loaned Fall the money. He had heard through the Washington grapevine that Ned was broke.

			Ned finally confessed he hadn’t lent Albert Fall the money. Fall went to prison, and Ned became a laughingstock.

			The End of the Fabulous Ned McLeans

			The Washington Post continued its slide. Evalyn, by 1925, was drinking heavily, and her fortune was slipping away from her. Ned was drunk all the time and carrying on an expensive affair with another woman. When he needed money he just came to the newspaper and took cash—$90,000 of it in one year alone.

			In 1929, Ned left Evalyn for Rose Douras, sister of film star Marion Davies, who was coincidentally mistress to another newspaper mogul: William Randolph Hearst.

			In October 1931, Evalyn sued Ned for divorce on the grounds of infidelity. He countersued in Mexico, then lied that he was already married. Finally, he took up residence in Riga, Latvia, and filed for divorce again. It was granted in 1932.

			Evalyn didn’t believe her Hoodoo Diamond caused her marital misfortunes, but it played a big part in the next chapter of her life. This one involved an actual kidnapping.

			On March 1, 1932, Charles and Anne Lindbergh’s twenty-month-old son was taken from their home in Hopewell, New Jersey. Evalyn remembered the threats to kidnap Vinson and felt the Lindberghs’ anguish.

			As the FBI searched frantically for the baby, Evalyn contacted Gaston Means, the rogue FBI agent who had helped cover up the death of the chorus girl at the Love Nest. Evalyn asked Means if he knew where the baby was. He said he could find out but that he’d need $100,000 for ransom and $4,000 for personal expenses.

			Evalyn hocked the Hope Diamond to raise the money. For more than six weeks, Means strung Evalyn along. He told her he was negotiating with the kidnapper, who he called The Fox. Finally Means asked for another $35,000, and Evalyn realized she was being swindled. Evalyn contacted FBI director J. Edgar Hoover (who would later be godfather to her granddaughter).

			The Lindbergh baby was found dead. Bruno Hauptmann was convicted and executed for the crime, though many doubt that he did it. Means, meanwhile, was arrested and later convicted of fraud. He died at the federal penitentiary in Leavenworth after serving six years of a fifteen-year sentence.

			The Washington Post finally succumbed to Ned’s mismanagement. In 1933, the newspaper was sold at auction to Eugene Meyer, who called it “mentally, morally, physically and in every other way bankrupt.”

			That year, Evalyn McLean had her philandering ex-husband declared insane and committed him to a sanitarium in Towson, Maryland.

			Ned McLean spent the last eight years of his life in the insane asylum, denying his identity. Once, he danced the hokey-pokey with fellow inmate Zelda Fitzgerald. He died there of a heart attack in 1941, cutting Evalyn out of his will. He left more than $300,000 to Rose Douras.

			Evalyn’s free spending caught up with her as well. By 1935, the former Love Nest and the Walsh mansion on Massachusetts Avenue were leased to the government for office space.

			Evalyn never recovered from the death of her daughter. She died on April 26, 1947, of pneumonia. She was said to be wearing the Hope Diamond when life left her, as the plaster fell from the walls of her home.

			Later that year the Hope Diamond was sold to jeweler Harry Winston to pay Evalyn McLean’s estate taxes. Winston donated the gem to the Smithsonian Institute, where it has been on display since 1958 at the National Museum of Natural History in Washington, DC.

		

	
		
			Joseph Pulitzer and His Tower of Silence

			The media titan Joseph Pulitzer bought himself one of the all-time great mansions in Bar Harbor in 1894: Chatwold. He immediately set about renovating the stucco and half-timbered cottage with its twenty-seven rooms and seven bathrooms.

			The Pulitzer family filled the baronial interior with European antiques and entertained in grand style. Greenhouses were expanded so the family could have fresh fruit and flowers, including a gardenia on every breakfast tray. Dinners were served under the John Singer Sargent portrait of Kate Davis Pulitzer, which was shipped to Bar Harbor every summer. If the dinner guests questioned or disagreed about a fact, the waiters would bring the appropriate reference book to the table. No food was to be served until the matter was settled.

			Toward the end of his life, Pulitzer would create the prize for journalism excellence that bears his name. But the Pulitzer Prize could not cover up the reality: His fortune was built on the back-breaking labor of newsboys as young as five years old, many of them homeless.

			Assembling an Empire

			What was perhaps most shameful about the way Pulitzer treated his ragamuffin vendors was that he himself had arrived poor and alone in the United States. Born in 1847, he had grown up in Hungary, the son of a well-to-do businessman who could afford to have his children privately tutored. But his business went bankrupt after he died. Young Joseph came to America when a military recruiter paid for his passage so he could fight for the Union in the Civil War. He joined the Lincoln Cavalry, a regiment that had many German immigrants.

			When the war was over, Pulitzer bounced around for a little while without much success. Flat broke, he went to New York City, where he slept in wagons parked on side streets. Finally, he hopped a freight train to St. Louis, where he eventually got a job as a reporter for the German-language newspaper the Westliche Post.

			From then on, he rose rapidly. He worked hard, and eventually became managing editor and part owner of the Westliche Post. In 1879, at age thirty-two, he bought the St. Louis Post and the St. Louis Dispatch, combining them into the St. Louis Post-Dispatch. The newspaper took the side of the common man against corruption, greed, and exploitation.

			By then he had married the well-born Katherine “Kate” Davis, a relative of Jefferson Davis. They had seven children, of whom five lived to adulthood.

			By 1883 Joseph Pulitzer was wealthy enough to buy the money-losing New York World from financier Jay Gould. He built the newspaper into the country’s largest, increasing the circulation from fifteen thousand to six hundred thousand. He did it by introducing color comic strips, human interest stories, and exposés written by investigative reporter Nellie Bly. He covered sports, women’s fashion, and scandal, topping them off with eye-catching headlines. He railed against corrupt government officials and rich tax evaders.

			The World featured large photographs of gruesome crime scenes and sensational headlines. A story about a deadly heat wave in New York bore the heading, “How Babies Are Baked.” When in 1898 the USS Maine sank in Havana Harbor, Pulitzer published false stories about a plot to sink the ship, pushing the United States into war with Spain.

			He would eventually be indicted for libeling another regular at Bar Harbor, J. P. Morgan, and President Theodore Roosevelt, but the indictment was dismissed. Another Bar Harbor neighbor, James G. Blaine, would come under relentless attack by the World.

			An Empire Built on the Backs of Children

			In 1884, the newsboys of New York staged their first of several strikes.

			Pulitzer, like other newspaper owners, relied on an army of poor children to distribute their newspapers on the street. Census enumerator James B. McCabe Jr. described them in 1872:

			“There are 10,000 children living on the streets of New York,” he wrote. “The newsboys constitute an important division of this army of homeless children. You see them everywhere. . . . They rend the air and deafen you with their shrill cries. They surround you on the sidewalk and almost force you to buy their papers. They are ragged and dirty. Some have no coats, no shoes and no hat.

			Pulitzer, on the other hand, lived large. He owned a mansion in New York City and a yacht rivaling J. P. Morgan’s Corsair. He hobnobbed with Rockefellers and Vanderbilts at his winter retreat on Jekyll Island.

			But all was not a bed of roses in the life of Joseph Pulitzer. A workaholic, he had begun to suffer health problems: blindness, depression, and an acute sensitivity to noise. He refused to attend other peoples’ dinner parties unless he was promised to be seated between two soft-spoken women. He hired the architectural firm of McKim, Mead & White to design a soundproof wing at Chatwold. The result was a four-story stone tower with a heated pool in the basement. His bedroom was at the top of the tower, with a floor on ball bearings, steel wool–insulated walls, and triple-glazed windows.

			His family called it the Tower of Silence.

			A Madman Hides in Maine

			The Tower also had offices and bedrooms for Pulitzer’s six secretaries, who traveled with him. During his illness he ran his newspapers from afar, using a secret code to direct everything from advertising typefaces to editors’ vacations. Later another tower was added to the main building, and the servants’ wing was nearly tripled.
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