

  

    

      



      J. P. Morgan's yacht Corsair. It was when questioned about the cost of maintenance of his seagoing yacht Corsair that the elder J. P. Morgan uttered his celebrated aphorism, “Nobody who has to ask what a yacht costs has any business owning one.”

    

  




  

    

      



      Title page image. The Big Spenders: The Epic Story of the Rich Rich, the Grandees of America and the Magnificoes, and How the Spent Thier Fortunes. by Lucius Beebe.

    

  




  

    Axios Press


    PO Box 457


    Edinburg, VA 22824


    888.542.9467 info@axiosinstitute.org




    The Big Spenders © 1966 by Lucius Beebe. All rights reserved. Printed in the United States of America. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission except in the case of brief quotations used in critical articles and reviews.




    Ebook ISBN: 978-1-60419-089-2



    

    



    



  




  




  

    Acknowledgement




    For their assistance in the preparation of this book in the form of reminiscences, documentation, and editorial contributions generally, the author is in the debt of a number of courteous correspondents whose good offices are much appreciated and here acknowledged. They include Everett De Golyer of the De Golyer Foundation at Dallas; the late William M. Houghton of New York Herald Tribune; Merle Armitage of the Manzanita Press; Eugenia Sheppard (Mrs. Walter Millis), fashion editor of the New York Herald Tribune; Joseph J. O’Donohue IV; the late Gene Fowler; Schuyler Parsons; Alfred Barton; J. W. Ehrlich; Robert Kriendler of Jack & Charlie’s “21” Club; Paul Mellon; Finis Farr; Joseph Bryan, Esq., of Brook Hill, Richmond; Frank X. Tolbert of the Dallas News; Cleveland Amory; Henry Sell; and Stephen Birmingham.




    A bibliography of sources quoted and consulted can be found here.


  




  




  

    “The nuances of snobbery, the discrimination and cultivation of which have been the major contributions of the Anglo-Saxon people to civilization.”
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    Foreword




    When, in the wide-open New York that flowered in the years immediately after the Civil War, the town’s biggest gambler and a political jeffe of consequence John Morrissey opened what were reputed to be the world’s most lavish gaming rooms on Twenty-fourth Street opposite the chaste premises of the ultrarespectable Fifth Avenue Hotel, there were those of his neighbors who took offense. These fastidious cave dwellers, although not above patronizing Morrissey’s games of chance or eating a dish of diamondback terrapin from his celebrated free buffet, maintained that his casino lowered the moral tone of the community, and their wives, when the Morrisseys attended grand opera at the Academy of Music, ostentatiously glared at Mrs. Morrissey through mother-of-pearl opera glasses.




    On a to-hell-with-you basis of affront to these social dissidents, Morrissey ran for Congress. He won handily and just to be sure nobody missed the point, he ran a second time and was re-elected by an even wider margin.




    To celebrate his second victory, he commanded from Lemaire of Paris, for his wife, what were probably the most ostentatious pair of opera glasses ever seen until that time. Their framework was in the form of a diamond and sapphire lyre and they cost $75,000, which enabled the delighted Mrs. Morrissey to glare right back and in an even more expensive manner at her social detractors on opening nights.




    Openhanded John Morrissey’s pleasure in his wife’s effulgence anticipated by only a few decades that of Potter Palmer, the Chicago hotel-man who kept his wife so loaded with jewels that observers following her progress through the restaurant of the Paris Ritz thought that she staggered visibly, not from any communion with the wine card, but from sheer weight of diamonds. “There she stands with half a million on her back,” Potter Palmer used to say admiringly.




    It was at Morrissey’s, too, whose gaming rooms were so magnificently furnished that they reputedly outshone any and all European casinos of the time, that the senior August Belmont consumed at the midnight buffet what he proudly announced to be the most costly brace of canvasback ducks ever served in the United States. He had just lost $60,000 at baccarat, which tagged each duck at $30,000, a price he allowed was entirely in keeping with his station as the American representative of the House of Rothschild.




    For sheer costliness for an entree, Belmont’s ducks set a record that was to remain unchallenged until a century later when a single order of breast of chicken in aspic precipitated a lawsuit between Calouste Gulbenkian, the Iranian oil tycoon, and his son Nubar, the greatest magnifico of his age, in which the barristers’ fees alone came to $150,000. The elder Gulbenkian took exception to his son’s charge of luncheon on an expense account and the most expensive family falling out of the London generation followed.




    Except, however, as they may furnish a frame of reference or solid-gold standard of comparison for parallel splendors nearer home, the caprices of foreign magnificoes are not the immediate concern of this book. A possible exception to this ruling may well be the case of the elegant Count Boni de Castellane whose flights of fancy relieved Anna Gould of $12,000,000 in half as many years, but this was, after all, American money and therefore in a position to command attention.




    Asked to itemize some of his whims, Boni later deposed that he had spent the $12,000,000 sweated from the Missouri Pacific and other Gould railroads on such matters as “my general existence, my chateaux, my palaces, my bibelots, my race horses, my yachts, my traveling expenses, my political career, my charities, my fetes, my wife’s jewels and loans to my friends. . . ,” He added: “I claim to represent the best investment the Goulds ever made.”




    Who can say him no?




    The purview of this inquiry inclines more closely to the film celebrity who, a few years back, attended the opening of a new ice-cream parlor by Wil Wright, Hollywood’s and, therefore, the world’s most expensive merchant of butterfat content. The name laid a crisp new $100 bill on the marble counter and said: “Couple of cones please, if that’s sufficient.”




    “Associate with people of cultivated tastes and some of the culture may rub off on you,” once remarked Stanley Walker, the celebrated city editor of the New York Herald Tribune in the 1930s. “Hang around musical folk and you may, with luck, get to know Brahms from Beethoven. But keep company with the very rich and you’ll end picking up the check.”




    While this was, and is, a quotable aphorism and may in some cases be possessed of validity, it needn’t be accepted as universal sooth. People who hung around with John D. Rockefeller, especially if their name was Flagler, Archbold, or Rogers, had no visible cause to regret it.




    Those fortunate enough to find themselves in the company of William Collins Whitney may have had occasion to ponder their ways the next morning but while the association lasted, nobody had reason to complain. Whitney, the archmagnifico of the American scene at the turn of the century, was far and away the greatest champagne buyer in the house, not excepting George Kessler and Manny Chappelle, who were paid to push the stuff around.




    If you consorted for any protracted period of time: with Mrs. Stuyvesant Fish you were pretty apt to get your name in the society columns which, to a number of people at the time and place, represented the sum of all imaginable good.




    On the other hand, if you hung around Bleeck’s saloon next door to the Herald Tribune with Stanley Walker himself, you almost invariably ended picking up the tab, for the author of Mrs. Astor’s Horse and City Editor was a match game player of accredited skill and ferocity. It wasn’t associating with the rich that sent young reporters home on the subway instead of in a taxi. It was associating with the cultured cowboy from Lampasas, Texas.




    “Anybody,” said Jay Gould, “can make a fortune;. It takes a genius to hold onto one.”




    “A man with a million dollars can be as happy nowadays as though he were rich,” deposed Ward McAllister.




    “Money has a tendency to buy happiness,” wrote Damon Runyon.




    “Money is something to be thrown off the back platform of moving trains,” was the stated philosophy of Gene Fowler.




    Each of the foregoing expressed at least a facet of the basic thinking of all but the most benighted men and women. There are proverbs and admonitions to the contrary, to be sure. “A fool and his money are soon parted” is learned by that mythical entity, every schoolboy, as early as he can read and write. Prudence and saving ways were advocated in ample abundance by Benjamin Franklin. The impending rainy day is part of every American’s subconscious awareness as is attested by the hundreds of millions of dollars in savings banks; but, by and large, the American people are a spending people just as, by and large, the French are a saving people, unless, of course, they happen to have in hand somebody else’s money.




    On the basis of the existing record it is safe to assert that, in the great American credo, a rich man is the noblest handiwork of God, and the corollary of the aphorism is that how he spends his money is the measure of the rich man.




    It is the purpose of this book to explore some of the ways in which Americans and, in a few cases, foreigners financed with American money have expressed the genius required for the rewarding expenditure of substantial sums of money.




    When in the early 1920s an Armenian named Michael Arlen who was then living in England and later became an American citizen found himself on the way to almost overnight riches on the strength of a novel called The Green Hat, he was faced with the problem of how to spend the not inconsiderable sum represented by his first royalty check. His first impulse, which he happily was able to resist, was to pay his indebtedness to his tailor, who happened to be Henry Poole & Company Limited just off Burlington Gardens. He might also have paid his back rent which was mounting or even repaid some of the loans from kind friends on which he had been subsisting while waiting for fame to crown his slightly oriental brows.




    With great strength of character he was able to restrain himself from indulging such urgings of middle-class probity and went out and spent the entire sum in hand on the biggest, flashiest Rolls-Royce touring car with a body by Park Ward, in blinding canary yellow.




    “It gave me a new dimension,” he said.




    “All I want of the world is very little,” he later explained as his basic philosophy of life. “I only want the best of everything and there is so little of that.”




    In similar if more modest vein was the revealing episode in the life of the above quoted Damon Runyon with the first pay check he received as a New York newspaper reporter fresh from the howling wilderness of Pueblo, Colorado, and still very damp behind the professional ears. Like Arlen, he owed for rent and was in arrears to friends, but as he strolled Fifth Avenue on that now distant day, his eye lighted in a shop window on the most elaborate and beautiful shoe trunk ever devised by a skilled leather merchant. Felt-lined compartments were provided for boots of whose very name and use he was in ignorance; the brass fittings gleamed like eighteen-karat gold; it was a lovely, costly, and, to the possessor of a single pair of button boots in the world, useless artifact. Its price was $47, which was precisely the amount of the first pay check then in his pocket, and without a moment’s hesitation he bought the shoe trunk.




    “It gave me a new dimension,” he said afterward.




    For some inscrutable reason, shoe trunks have exercised a compelling fascination for Hearst practitioners of beautiful letters at all levels in the literary hierarchy. When Henry Sell in the early 1920s was hired away from the book page of the Chicago Daily News to take over the management of Harper’s Bazaar for William Randolph Hearst, Ben Hecht decided to accompany him to New York and see him safely emplaced in his new job. As they got off the Twentieth Century Limited at Grand Central and went for a taxi, the pair passed a luggage-shop window in which was prominently displayed an elaborately fitted and very costly shoe trunk.




    “The first thing an important New York magazine editor needs,” said Hecht, “is a shoe trunk.”




    Sell, in better financial case than Damon Runyon, owned four or five pairs of shoes, although not nearly enough to warrant a shoe trunk, so he bought it. He and Hecht, filled with a spirit of what Sell was later to describe as “expensive cheerfulness,” also bought pearl-gray Homburg hats and varnished Malacca walking sticks. They then set out up Fifth Avenue to take New York by storm.




    The gulf represented by the difference between Damon Runyon’s $47 and Michael Aden’s $27,000 is not as abysmal as it seems. The two were blood brothers in the closely bonded confraternity that believes that money is made to be spent and that allowing it to light a fire in one’s pocket can result in painful burns. That it must be spent with a maximum of panache, in the greatest possible expression of the beau geste, is what differentiates the truly big spender from the merely expensive spender.




    It is a philosophy most perfectly expressed in the magnificent gesture of an old-time ante-bellum New Orleans gambler immortalized by Herbert Asbury whose luck had finally turned against him to such a degree that his bankruptcy was known in every restaurant and café in the Vieux Carré, so that where he had once been welcomed as an openhanded magnifico he was now asked to show his money before being served even the humblest fare.




    Finally, in desperation he pawned his overcoat and sword cane, the last vestigial remnants of happier times, and presented himself, in funds once more, at the most expensive restaurant in the Rue Royal where he ordered the most costly meal within the compass of the menu. Gulf oysters and terrapin, champagne in magnums, filet de boeuf Mirabeau, and hothouse asparagus—all were brought to his table by smiling servitors. When all was prepared the old fellow paid his bill with a handsome tip which consumed the last picayune in his pocket, threw every dish on the floor together with the crockery, silver, and table ornaments, retrieved his tall hat from the hat rack, and stalked disdainfully from the premises. Later that night he shot himself.




    A true believer in the established faith of the big spenders and a magnifico to the last, he subscribed without reservation to Gene Fowler’s dictum: “Money is something to be thrown off moving trains.”




    No player in the rich and variegated cast of characters that have peopled the drama of the United States has so endeared himself to posterity as the big spender, the openhanded grandee whose progress through the world was a dazzlement of wealth handsomely and promiscuously distributed. He appears in the identical guise in a number of folk myths, some of which have their basis in reality, a sure indication to students of history and of national character of his hold upon the imaginations of those successive generations of fellow Americans.




    Witness the anecdote concerning the magnifico who, for a variety of reasons, usually a failure to recognize him on the part of a green desk clerk but sometimes attributable to the malice of the manager, is unable to get a room or suite in his accustomed hotel. Outraged, he disappears briefly into the night and returns with a deed to the property, having purchased the establishment, lock, stock, and barrel, and forthwith discharges the obnoxious flunkey and gets a good night’s rest. Sometimes he makes a deserving bellman manager on the spot. In some versions he goes off to build a rival hotel which eventually puts the offending hostelry out of business. The episode, stylishly embellished, appears so frequently in the folklore of the old West as to assume the dignity of portions of the Icelandic sagas or the Arthurian legend.




    The wish-fulfillment hotel purchase, already well established in the national mythology, can factually be traced to at least three authentic episodes in Denver, Butte, and Colorado Springs, respectively, a circumstance which must be viewed by the social historian with much the same satisfaction as is activated in a student of the chansons de geste by supporting evidence that there was in fact a Roland who did indeed blow his fated horn at Roncesvalles.




    It may well be that the realms of gastronomy and architecture furnish the most fertile field for research in the matter of determined ostentation, although in point of actual expenditures involved they are worlds apart. Diamond Jim Brady’s most dissolute skirmishes with the bill of fare at Rector’s or Woodmanston Inn couldn’t compare, say, with the eventual bill footed by George Washington Vanderbilt II for the construction of Biltmore at Asheville, North Carolina, but there can be a nobility of conduct among the plovers’ eggs and magnums of Krug’s Private Cuvée that must excite the admiration of connoisseurs.




    Americans avid for recognition in the gastronomic sweepstakes had before them in Victorian and Edwardian times a wide range of inspiration from which to choose among the Russian grand dukes at Monte Carlo and the landed nobility of England. They could set their sights on the bravura performance, cited by Joseph Bryan II as a pure classic, of Count Apraxine who at the turn of the century was a welcome guest at Andre Sella’s Hotel de Cap d’Antibes, rated by Mr. Bryan as the world’s most expensive as well as aloof hostel, where “all the face-cards of the century stayed at one time or another.”




    Count Apraxine, in an age when out-of-season strawberries on the Riviera fetched approximately $2.50 apiece, gold, commanded a dozen to be brought to him on the terrace each day for breakfast. When they arrived, he would mash them to a pulp with a solid-gold fork, thoughtfully and thoroughly, and then return them uneaten to the kitchen.




    Compared to the Count, Lillian Russell and Diamond Jim engaged in an eating competition at the United States Hotel in Saratoga must have been vaguely reminiscent of Henry VIII entertaining Cardinal Wolsey at luncheon while the dogs under the royal table disputed among the rushes for the discarded carcasses of swans, geese, and venison. But if Diamond Jim and the other pets of the lobster palaces of his time seem crude in retrospect, there is the more elevated example of William Collins Whitney, perhaps the greatest magnifico of them all, who in his tenure of office as Cleveland’s Secretary of the Navy ordered a light collation for a conference of department heads from a Washington caterer which involved 200 gallons of terrapin and eighty cases of champagne. Being a cabinet member meant something then.




    Compared to such stimulating recollections of the belle epoque of big spending and the lavish gesture, the degenerate present, despite material abundance on a scale to dwarf the dreams of a Roman proconsul, offers a sorry comparison. Never have material prosperity and emergent good fortune in such radiant dimension crowned a nation’s destinies, never have diffidence and timidity suggested their enjoyment on a scale of more debased mediocrity.




    The details of what can only be regarded, by persons of taste and imagination, as an American tragedy came over the wires from Houston not long ago when a Texas oil tycoon named James M. West at last encountered the old fellow with the scythe. It wasn’t the fact of Mr. West’s demise, a matter we must all face sooner or later, that constituted tragedy: it was the details of his life as furnished by the Associated Press.




    Mr. West left an estate of $100,000,000, take or leave a few dollars, $290,000 of it squirreled away in silver dollars in a secret cellar in his home. He also left a fleet of forty-one Cadillacs and his favorite relaxation, which was riding night patrol in squad cars with Houston policemen.




    There you have the archetypal American millionaire of the years of the nation’s greatest economic affluence: more high-priced motorcars than he could possibly use, a taste for Skid-road adventure vicariously achieved, and such a terror of the times that he couldn’t feel secure without a hoard of hard cash in the cellar. His concern for minted coinage may have been prophetic but its suggestion of insecurity is none the less explicit.




    If this were an isolated example of men of great wealth it would still be a matter for tears, but when you realize that, with only slight variations, it may be taken as typical of an entire generation of American millionaires it becomes a national catastrophe.




    It may be argued that Texas millionaires are a specially inhibited and unimaginative breed, predisposed from birth to the inanities of football, drum majorettes, and private flying machines, and that elsewhere in the land rich men rise above this abysmal level of tastelessness and conformity, but the argument, alas, is not valid. Fords, Rockefellers, Morgans, Mellons, and Vanderbilts to a man are given to public good works and private lives of the most revolting probity. Among the inheritors of great names and great fortunes in America it is difficult if not impossible to find a living man who has given a dinner party at which nude chorus girls leaped from the innards of a lamb potpie. Few if any today imitate Wilson Mizner and openly smoke opium for kicks. Even alcoholic excess, long the most obvious and ingratiating of weaknesses, is in decline and the private lives, like the public careers of Whitneys, Stotesburys, and Carnegies, are an open book.




    So too were the lives of a previous generation which included Bet-a-Million Gates, J. P. Morgan, William C. Whitney, and William Randolph Hearst, but the open book was, like as not, a turfman’s odds book or Fanny Hill.




    The great hallmarks of wealth and character that once set rich men apart from their inferiors—affairs with stage favorites, love nests aboard oceangoing yachts, private railroad cars, racing stables, vast retinues of domestics, collections of bogus old masters, membership at Colonel Edward Bradley’s Beach Club at Palm Beach, titled sons-in-law, custom-made motorcars, cottages at Newport and mansions on Fifth Avenue, a nice taste in Madeira, and fêtes champêtres around swimming pools into which guests in evening dress precipitated themselves at frequent intervals—all are gone with the wind. And don’t talk about poverty and income taxes and the hard lot of the well-to-do. There are men in Texas who could buy and sell J. P. Morgan, Jim Hill, and Jay Gould all rolled in one, but they are poltroons to a man, scared beyond measure of having fun. Instead of fancy-dress balls of revolting dimensions at the Waldorf-Astoria they are a pushover for family foundations. Instead of scandalous associations with French actresses, busted silk hats, and champagne bottles on the lawn, they prefer to be known as “plain as an old shoe.”




    In the year 1879, Saginaw, Michigan, was the lumber capital of the known universe, throbbing with prosperity and push, and to the greater glory of Saginaw there was opened in that year a magnificent new hotel, the Bancroft House, whose four stories, handsome cupola, private gasworks for illumination, and profusion of cut-glass chandeliers made it the talk of the countryside. To open this gorgeous hostelry there was a state banquet to which the timber barons were bidden to feast on Maryland terrapin and roast grouse washed down by Niagaras of champagne, claret, bourbon, and French cognac while a stringed orchestra, shielded behind potted palms, discoursed sweet music.




    All the chivalry of Saginaw was invited, it seems, save Curt Emerson, already a millionaire many times over and a Michigan power to reckon with. Omitting his name was a mistake of the first magnitude. On the appointed evening, as the tycoons of the; sawmill world were tucking their napkins into their boiled shirts and beginning to have at the terrapin à la Maryland, there arrived on the scene the unbidden Curt Emerson. With banshee screams of rage and indignation the lumber king leaped upon the snowy tablecloth, went into action with his heavy calked boots, and kicked his way from one end of the table to the other. A score of guests were maimed by splintered crockery, grouse took off to roost in the costly crystal chandeliers, and the banquet broke up. Next day Emerson paid $2000 for the broken dishes and torn linen and counted it money well spent. He was never again omitted from a guest list.




    There is no moral to this recital of a few of the more lighthearted gestures of a departed generation of the millionaires except to point out that they will live in fragrant memory. There are ten times more millionaires today than there were when Morgans, Mellons, Hills, Astors, and first-generation Fords trod the earth but only the merest handful are known to the public, and there isn’t an authentic magnifico in a carload.




    Where now is the counterpart of Berry Wall, who once changed his attire at Saratoga Springs forty times in a day to become known as the “King of the Dudes,” or of Boston’s Mrs. Jack Gardner, who paid Paderewski $3000 to play at tea time for an elderly friend and herself on condition that he remain concealed behind a screen?




    One looks in vain for the peer of the late Louis Hill of St. Paul, son of James J. Hill, the empire builder of the Northwest who, when guests were expected, sent two identical vintage Rolls-Royces with chauffeur and footmen to match to the railroad depot. Guests and their luggage were shown to one overpowering limousine while the other went on ahead empty. When guests inquired the reason, there was an answer: of the two identical cars, only one could make the hill at the edge of town. The staff never knew which was the underpowered car, so both were pressed into service.




    A number of excuses are advanced for the decline of such spending, none of them valid. One is that taxes make expansive gestures impossible. This is demonstrably false, since today’s men of wealth, instead of owning the ostentatious private Pullman car of tradition, have hangars full of B-29s at twenty times the cost of purchase and maintenance of a private railroad car. An airplane can be concealed on a private flying field, but a railroad car is not so easily hidden.




    Then there is the school of thought contending that men of wealth have grown “more aware of their obligations to society.” Nuts to this one, too. The rich man’s debt to society is discharged when he has paid his federal taxes. Beyond these, he owes no farthing to the society that would confiscate his last dollar if allowed to.




    There is also—and less valid—the theory maintaining that through some dispensation of Providence we have achieved higher standards of national taste, including the breed of rich men. This is the most ferociously preposterous of all theses advanced to account for the decline of rich men’s whims. Will anyone undertake to demonstrate that there is better taste involved in the consumption of soft drinks and patent breakfast foods than champagne and foie gras? Will anyone maintain that a tieless sports shirt and plaid jacket could be sartorially or esthetically superior to a frock coat and top hat? Or that a television console fashioned in the likeness of a Chinese pagoda is a cut above the cast-iron stags that ornamented the lawns of the wealthy in the nineties? Or that French impressionists are superior to the Titians and Rembrandts featured in the golden age of American millionaires?




    If it is argued, as sometimes happens, that the second half of the chronological disaster known as the twentieth century is not suited to personal magnificence and that it would be impossible in this degenerate time to approximate with social impunity the way of life that was maintained only yesterday by such practitioners of the beau geste as August Belmont, Spencer Penrose, and William C. Whitney, one has but to look to England for instant refutation of the argument.




    Here amidst the noblest ruins of colonial imperialism and in the blight of a mildewed time there still flourishes in full luxuriance a small and select cadre of cavaliers banded together in confraternity of elegant amenities and spacious ways of life.




    The gaze of approval will inevitably light on the bearded, monocled, top-hatted, and orchid-buttonholed old gentleman of seventy named Nubar Gulbenkian who still rides point-to-point and who once undertook personally to consume twenty-five tons of fresh Beluga caviar left on his hands by a treacherous business associate. His father, Calouste Gulbenkian, was the architect of the Iraq Oil Company, known to the envious of his generation as Mr. Five Per Cent, and much of his enormous wealth is still intact and at the disposal of his son who admires to spend it in the fullest light of day and in the manner that has in all ages enjoyed the approval of Englishmen, namely on horse, hounds, haberdashery, and horticulture.




    A well-lit production number and boon to the Sunday desks of London newspapers where he has long since displaced the Loch Ness monster and Sir Bernard Docker’s gold-plated Daimler, Gulbenkian a few years back undertook to have built to his own specifications a re-creation of the Vauxhall auto-taxi, and the English papers accorded the event full pictorial and editorial treatment. Their attitude was one of admiration but scarcely surprise since, even in a socialist generation, English approbation is universally extended to sporty old types of mature years and jaunty mien. As witness, only a generation gone, English preoccupation with the exclamatory persons of Lord Lonsdale, the Earl of Rosebery, and Lord Hartington who, when he entertained his royal master Edward VII at dinner, had his eighty house footmen newly outfitted in liveries of gold cloth so massively woven as to impede their movements and impart stateliness to their service.




    The Vauxhall, in case you have forgotten, was the first London auto-taxi, an almost perpendicular vehicle, tall enough to accommodate without inconvenience a gentleman wearing a silk top hat and built with a wheel base so foreshortened as to facilitate the U-turns that, both then and now, are a part of London’s well-ordered traffic. Contemporary taxis offer nowhere near the comfort of the Vauxhall and Mr. Gulbenkian, being not only well-to-do but a man who wears top hats rather more often than soft ones, felt a re-creation of his favorite conveyance was just the ticket.




    When it was delivered, at formidable cost from the manufacturer, who had had to start all over again and build from the bottom up an artifact that hadn’t been in request since before 1914, the proud new owner displayed it at a press conference at the Ritz. He demonstrated its availability to top-hat wearers, its commodious interior with a vase designed to hold just one American Beauty rose, and pointed out that, in traffic, it “could turn around on a sixpence.” And added as an afterthought: “Whatever that may be!”




    Students of the Gulbenkian legend see in this durable old gentleman the recapitulation of a long line of exquisites and cavaliers who have over the centuries, but most especially in modern times, peopled the English legend both factually and in literature. His role of country grandee has about it overtones of the celebrated spendthrift Squire John Mitton of the seventeenth century, though not Mitton’s alcoholic dementia nor, hopefully, his bad end in debtors’ prison. His orchids are in the direct tradition of such notable fanciers of these exotic and costly blooms as Jay Gould, Samuel Untermyer, Alfred de Rothschild, Nero Wolfe, and, oddly enough, Hetty Green’s playboy son, one-legged Colonel Ned Green. The Gulbenkian single eyeglass derives from the best tradition of haughty and supercilious monocle wearers from Joseph Chamberlain to Joseph Conrad and from Benjamin Disraeli to George Arliss who portrayed Queen Victoria’s favorite prime minister on the stage. His gray top hats and skirted frock coats at Lords are those worn only yesterday at Ascot and Auteuil by the late Evander Berry Wall, King of the Dudes, and his extra-length cigars without which he is seldom photographed ahorse or afoot are the properties of Lord Lonsdale and Winston Churchill.




    There are, indeed, Londoners and amateurs of the Gulbenkian saga who, studying his likeness in the picture press as he feeds the swans in the ornamental waters of his country home at Hoggeston, shakes an admonitory finger at the Archbishop of Canterbury at Lambeth Palace, or drives his span of grays at the Richmond Horse Show, wonder if, instead of being a favorite of the Sunday editors, Nubar Gulbenkian is not, rather, a figure of fiction out of one of the novels of the late E. Phillips Oppenheim.




    Witnesses of his advent in the Gulbenkian custom-built Rolls-Royce, top-hatted, cigared, and attended by liveried servitors as he descends at the St. James Street entry of the Ritz, may be pardoned for imagining they are viewing a casting-agency creation directly from the Oppenheim syndrome whose components were quail for breakfast at the Hotel de Paris at Monte Carlo, prime ministers lunching at Claridge’s in West Brook Street, mille-franc counters on the roulette tables at Cannes, and Sir Basil Zaharoff, favorite merchant of death of millions of Sunday supplement devotees, complete in Inverness cloak and deerstalker hat boarding the Blue Train for a secret destination on the Riviera.




    There are flaws in the Gulbenkian production, but only such minor ones as will serve to lend it authenticity and remove it from the realm of truly ineffable perfection. The Gulbenkian Rolls-Royce was one. As all the world knows, the holy and untouchable aspects of “the Finest Car in the World” have been for the sixty-odd years of its existence the squared radiator, distinctive bonnet profile, and Spirit of Ecstasy mascot. In having his sadenca de ville styled by Hooper, The Last Magnifico committed the unpardonable offense of having a different and radically moderne bonnet incorporated in his car, and earned thereby the sneezes and jeers of True Believers in Rolls-Royce who are legion.




    No less avid than their American opposite numbers for the picture-caption cliché, the English papers like to refer to Gulbenkian as “The Last Magnifico,” although in a nation so fertile of individualists and so receptive of their caprices as England, it may be doubted if he is the last of anything.




    And lest it be said that this chronicle of admiration of things English is biased in a masculine direction, it may be well to include mention of the emergence from amongst the pearl dog-collars and diamond stomachers of truly towering resources of a woman of sufficient character to justify being a repository of liberal means. Let mention be made of Nancy, Lady Astor, born Nancy Langhorne of Virginia, whose acid wit and unabashed wealth made her a picturesque and restive figure for two generations of English politics. Once when electioneering in a particularly depressed area near Liverpool, she took a wailing infant from the arms of a slatternly mother, whereupon the infant became quiet while fondling the peeress’ rope of magnificent pearls. “You see,” she told her listeners, “the way to keep a child quiet is always to have a pearl necklace or two handy.”




    The English folklore of wealth, which has the inestimable advantage over the mythology of money elsewhere in the world of having several resident Rothschilds as well as royal dukes who entertained so lavishly that a wine dispatcher was required to direct the distribution of champagne by platoons of footmen, also benefits from a reverse twist of humor, native to its national character and not common to American usage. This is the irony of austerity expressed in the understatement not available to transatlantic export and the creation of a sort of national antihero who suffers privations in the grand manner with which magnificoes of other traditions celebrate affluence.




    One concerns the Duke of Devonshire, a favorite with the aforementioned Joseph Bryan as a connoisseur of the preposterous, who heard the cry of creditors baying at his heels and summoned accountants, actuaries, and men at law to devise economies which might banish his visions of Marshalsea gaol for debt and, ultimately, a pauper’s grave. Several thousand pounds a year could be saved by a straighter economy in the kitchen; were three nationalities of pastry cooks, French, Danish, and Viennese, necessary?




    “Good God,” exclaimed the Duke in vexation, “can’t a man have a biscuit if he wants it?”




    There was also the great manor house afflicted of the times whose family consulted an efficiency expert who, after a prolonged survey, suggested closing the west and south wings and sharing of staff cars by the footmen. These and other unthinkable economies were considered and dismissed. In the end it was decided to suspend the supply of sealing wax in the guests’ bedrooms.




    This type of folk myth, unhappily, has no counterpart in the American saga of riches. Like the Vouvray wines of the Loire, it doesn’t travel well.




    Confronted with a generation in whose character parsimony and poltroonishness struggle for mastery, we can still contemplate with envy and satisfaction those Americans of a vanished generation of magnificoes. When, as recently as in the automotive age, William K. Vanderbilt ordered the construction of a garage for his Long Island estate he thought not in terms of two cars that is today’s hallmark of quivering mediocrity, but commanded space for an even 100 Rolls-Royces, De Dion Boutons, and Simplexes.




    Let us rejoice, too, in the recollection of Montana’s peerless Senator William Andrews Clark who, when seeking election to the United States Senate at the turn of the century, miscalculated by a comma the population of the city of Butte, Montana, and provided the free distribution among 45,000 enfranchised voters sufficient whisky for 450,000.




    And as a salute to an age when rich men knew what they wanted and had no hesitation going after it, let us fire a rocket to the memory of James J. Hill, the greatest railroader of them all, the old bearded king of the Great Northern, who would map an empire of corn and wheat and lumber for generations unborn but would take no back talk from the peasantry. The Great Northern in years gone by ran through a community called Wayzata, Minnesota, a pretty resort village on the storied shores of Lake Minnetonka, patronized by conservative families from Minneapolis and St. Paul, which Hill personally remembered when it was called Pig Eye. Influential summer cottagers at Wayzata complained one day that Jim Hill’s switching engines made night hideous near their villas; could he abate their noise? To put Wayzata in its place, which shortly was to be nowhere, Hill ordered the Great Northern’s passenger operations to ignore the unhappy town. The depot was moved a mile down the tracks and the fast passenger trains scorched through in such smoke and glory that the first engine under the new order set fire to the town water tank. Wayzata languished on the vine, business went elsewhere, the summer tourists didn’t come back. Wayzata was never the same again, thanks to James J. Hill.




    Or let us contemplate briefly what, when they were spoken back in 1917, were beyond all argument the most expensive thirteen words ever uttered in the American record. The “I do” in marriage ceremonies may have accounted by indirection for the exchange, acquisition and distribution of greater sums, but for direct and immediate impact Allan Ryan’s thirteen words, when brought to the attention of his father, Thomas Fortune Ryan, proved the most expensive.




    Thomas Fortune Ryan’s married life was not altogether a happy one. His wife, a countess of the Holy Roman Empire and a staunch Catholic like himself, was an invalid for many of the last years of her life, but neither side in the unhappy arrangement would consent to a divorce. In 1917, Mrs. Ryan died and Ryan, by now sixty-six years old, married again within seventeen days of the funeral.




    The performance did not please Allan Ryan.




    It was, he said at the time, “one of the most disrespectful, disgraceful, and indecent things I’ve ever heard of.”




    A decade later when the senior Ryan died leaving a fortune of $135,000,000, Allan Ryan was left two black pearl evening studs valued at perhaps $500. His sentiments about his father had cost him just upwards of $10,000,000 each for their thirteen words.




    A short time afterward, however, Allan’s brothers, John Barry and Clendenin, saw to it that their disinherited brother should receive $50,000 a year as long as he lived. John Barry Ryan could afford the gesture. At one time he bought Sendano, a two-year-old race horse, for $75,000, a set of six bronze paperweights representing mice, turtles, and donkeys for $6434, five sets of dice at $10 a set, and a gold-washed crucifix for $200.




    Like the elder Ryan, the very rich are apt to be touchy about little things and sensitive to trifles. Back in 1930, Mrs. Lytton Ament divorced her husband, Colonel Lytton Ament, head of the Claims Department of the United States Veterans Bureau, in Reno, claiming that the Colonel had been “indifferent, domineering, dictatorial, and very unpleasant during bridge games.” Married again and now Mrs. E. R. Thomas, the former Mrs. Ament took up residence in the expensive Pierre Hotel on Fifth Avenue, a millionaire trap of the first order and scene of some of the best-publicized jewel robberies of modern times. Upon one occasion she had to complain to the management of the Pierre about an uncommonly robust party that was being given in the suite above hers while she was giving a musical afternoon for a women’s club. “Great masterpieces of art are being played,” she said, “and the plaster from the ceiling is coming down on the piano.”




    Amid the melancholy tally of the rich in our time cowering in sanctimonious timidity behind the barriers of good works and twittering anonymity, there is another notable exception—the late Evalyn Walsh McLean. A woman to be sure, but one uninhibited by even the vaguest notion that it was wrong to have fun with wealth, who left behind her a legacy of magnificence that will live in memory when all the benefices of the Rockefeller Foundation are forgotten.




    Evie McLean lived rich and died rich, the latter by a narrow and calculated margin. Her entertainments in Washington, Newport, and Colorado were the most splendid in the American record and no one had a better time at her parties than did the chatelaine of Friendship, her Washington mansion. She delighted in titles and tiaras, powdered footmen and ambassadorial protocol, private railway cars and limitless champagne, and she wasn’t happy unless she was sharing these things with as many people as she might collect. She was a laugher, an easy touch, an abundant person—and we may not see her like again.




    Only research beyond the purview of this volume can determine if the trend of spending in the current generation by Institutions, family foundations, and vast corporations has replaced, in a legitimate degree, the disbursements of the men of sound and disposing mind of only yesterday. Certainly the expenses of vast corporations for entertainment on the expense account are not negligible, but largely to enjoy their status family foundations must deal in benevolences and good works and are therefore not available to appraisal here. Expensive caprice may seem to be centered in the corporate identity of Neiman-Marcus of Dallas but it is still the individual Texan who does the spending. The theme is pregnant with contradictions and paradox.




    In this confusion it would seem prudent to confine contemplation to the certifiable past rather than the speculative present and to take comfort from the fiduciary record of Gene Fowler whose aphorism about money on observation platforms of trains is one of the texts of this chapter. Fowler, who while on the staff of the New York American had already established a record as one of the bravura expense-account artists of his day, arrived in Los Angeles to work the Hollywood diggings in the middle twenties at a flat salary of $1000 a day. When met at the depot by a studio limousine with a suitable complement of flunkeys on the box, he pointedly ignored this conveyance and went to his hotel in a taxicab.




    “I want to arrive in the same style I may depart,” he said.




    Distrusting the stability of the film industry on the: basis of his initial dealings with its principal luminaries, Fowler demanded his pay at the end of each business day, a precaution against the possibility of the studio not being there next morning. Every afternoon an office functionary paid him $1000 in cash and most of it was gone before the next day dawned on Vine Street. In his years in films Fowler estimated that he had earned more than $1,000,000, none of which was around at the time of his death.




    Walter Lord, an accredited commentator on the rich and their tribal rituals, inclines to the belief that the years of the ortolans came to an end with the loss of the Titanic where so many of the well-to-do of the world departed under auspices of significant decorum and gallantry. Their curtain call from the sloping sun deck, he maintains, was the final salute of a generation that knew how to spend money splendidly both in this world and on the threshold of the next.




    In this context it would seem little short of churlish in a British politician of the time to announce that “paying twenty-two hundred dollars for a single suite for a five days’ voyage is without any qualification utterly indefensible and morally wrong.” It may be the merest casuistry to point out that, for the occupant of the suite, the trip was of longer duration than had been planned. In any event the passenger in question could have done better for himself had he wished, as did Emile Brandeis, an Omaha department store owner, who paid another $4350 for a private promenade deck.




    Nowhere, it has been remarked, is moderation so debilitating and destructive of character as in the expenditure of money. The decision to spend excessively on the caprices of their choice is what lent the stature of greatness to most of the people who will be encountered in this book. It was they who validated the lost art of being rich.




    Lucius Beebe


    Virginia City 1966


  




  

    Chapter One




    Patroons and Parvenus




    The Vanderbilts and the Goulds, Builders and Destroyers of Railroads . . . The Goulds Dearly Loved a Lawsuit . . . Vanderbilts Couldn’t Resist a Nice Sixty-Room Chateau on Fifth Avenue . . . Much of the Loot from Erie Passed Through Gould Hands to the Midas Count de Castellane . . . Everything He Touched Turned to Gold . . . And then Disappeared. . . .




    The nearest thing to a royal family that has ever appeared on the American scene was not the three Barrymores who assumed the title from a play in which Ethel, John, and Lionel were starred, but the Vanderbilts. The parallel between the clan founded, by the first emergent Commodore Cornelius Van Der Bilt can be drawn on any number of counts. Vanderbilts occupied for approximately three generations the very apex of social and tangible splendor reserved in other countries for regnant royalty. They seized dynastic succession from the palsied hands of other and previous social and financial monarchs who faltered in their exercise of power. When they took over the social domination of New York they took over, too, the perquisites and properties of royalty on a scale appropriate to hereditary and acquired power. The Mrs. Vanderbilt of the moment was undisputed queen of the nation’s drawing rooms and ballrooms. From her predecessor on the throne she usurped the simplicity of being; known merely as the Mrs. Vanderbilt. First names were superfluous, as are last names in the royal houses of Europe. And most of all, they lived and acted like royalty. Their palaces and summer palaces, their balls and routs and banquetings, their royal alliances and their vendettas, their armies of servitors, partisans, and sycophants, their love affairs, scandals, and shortcomings, all were the stuff of an imperial routine. To be socially accepted by the appropriate Vanderbilt of the moment was the equivalent of making one’s bow at the Court of St. James’s. There were even pretenders, mostly at safe remove, like Mrs. Potter Palmer who received on a raised dais in her Chicago palace in almost precisely the way the pretender to the throne of France maintained a court in exile in England.




    From whatever angle you choose to regard them, the Vanderbilts had style. They showed Americans how to live, as nobody has done as a cohesive family group before or since. Like the royal houses of France or Portugal or Prussia or Roumania, they began as parvenus, but unlike many royal successions, they survived in high estate to become grandees and magnificoes. They were not much loved; they were widely feared and respected and they were envied on a scale to dwarf the human imagining. It was the envy of their inferiors, universal, consuming, explicit, and unabashed, that made them what they were.




    For the most part, too, the members of this favored clan of acquisitive and ostentatious men and women cared little for public suffrage. The “public be damned” canard pinned on William Henry Vanderbilt by quoting him out of context was a commentary on the malicious yellow journalism of an irresponsible time, but, and in more decorous terms, it fairly represented their social and political philosophy. They looked after their own. The family was so well established as reasonable employers that during the railway troubles of 1877 a majority of New York Central employees refused to go on strike and were well rewarded for their loyalty, but the railroad management acted out of enlightened self-interest and not philanthropy. The Vanderbilts were feudal.




    And, although they have, in their turn, vacated the high place they occupied in the American scheme of things, they have left their impress forever on the national awareness. When Wayne Andrews came to do his not-too-admiring story of the Vanderbilt family and all its works, he called it The Vanderbilt Legend and he was right. They were legendary people and the stuff of America’s most enduring saga of wealth and wealthy ways.




    Nor were the Vanderbilts regarded as a sort of royalty in their own country alone. When the Commodore, first of the line, made the grand tour of the Continent aboard his yacht North Star, the stupefying grandeur of this conveyance translated itself automatically in the Russian mind into a property of royalty (what else?), and the Grand Duke Constantine placed at his disposal transport and privileges at St. Petersburg that would in the normal course of events be accorded only a ruling family.




    In London, where the haughtier aristocrats of Victoria’s era turned up their noses at the Commodore as an arriviste, the London Daily News (not to be confused with the Illustrated London News) chilled the marrow of occupants of the House of Lords by seeing in the Vanderbilts the wave of the future. The Howards and the Percys, said the paper in a burst of unwonted republicanism, were on their way out and Englishmen of all ranks would do well to observe in the Commodore the image of the world’s rulers in the almost immediate future. The word parvenu, the News declaimed, should be regarded not as derogation, but as a term of honor.




    These were sentiments that, it may reasonably be supposed, did not find an audible echo in Buckingham Palace, but they showed which way the wind was blowing.




    The first well-to-do people in the colonies and settlements that were presently to become the Unites States had very little money. This is not intended as a contrived paradox but a factual statement based on the circumstances that, until the rise of mercantile dynasties and hierarchies of banking and manufacture in the nineteenth century, most wealth was in tangibles: land, homesteads and mansions, livestock, clothes, jewels, carriages, slaves, and household furnishings. A very small proportion of the private resources of the nation’s early years was in gold or silver, other than family plate, and almost none in banknotes, stocks, or other negotiable securities or paper.




    A Virginia tidewater planter might be a man of towering wealth in the community yet handle at the most a few thousand pounds in gold in a year. Currency was in use among gentlemen almost exclusively for purposes of gambling and occasional travel away from home. Even foreign trade which secured for him the manufactures and produce of England and France, garments, cloth, wines and spirits, and articles of personal and household adornment from London and Paris were largely paid for through commission agents with the products of the plantation: flax, hemp, cotton, and tobacco. A city dweller in Boston or Philadelphia might have more occasion for the possession of currency but it was seldom, save in the case of professional bankers, a preponderant element of his resources.




    Neither the tidewater planter nor the Yankee homesteader in Newburyport or Newport needs the sympathy of posterity for not keeping a checking account of the dimensions—a minimum of $25,000—once required by the Fifth Avenue Bank, New York’s most conservative such institution, that maintained open fireplaces and roll-top desks long after other depositories had given their approval to glass and brick facades and tellers’ windows without grilles.




    They did well enough if you take for example Robert Carter, who was known from his regal ostentation as King Carter, of Westmoreland, Virginia. Carter owned more than 300,000 acres of the finest grazing land, in excess of 1000 slaves, a flourishing ironworks, and a flour mill, not to mention his stately residence, Nomini Hall, which had a white and gold ballroom and cellars of Madeira that were the envy of squires for a hundred miles in any direction. Carter was not only a plutocrat but, it is pleasant to recall, a scholar who studied law and music in his middle years, collected a splendid private library, and could match Latin tags with visiting divines and other gentlemen from London. Yet the records of King Carter’s affairs suggest that, although he was reckoned one of the wealthiest colonials of his age, his actual cash transactions only infrequently exceeded 1000 pounds gold a year.




    Liquid assets at the time we mention simply didn’t have the appeal for the wealthy of vast resources of indigo, terrapin ponds, London small-clothes, fine libraries, and stables of blooded race horses. Even for the gambling which was so great a preoccupation with gentlemen in the South before the Revolution, and for that matter after, gold was not a necessity, and slaves, horses, real estate, and family mansions passed as currency at gaming tables where the stakes might well be factually ruinous to an unlucky player.




    By the end of the eighteenth century cash resources of wealth were beginning to make themselves visible and felt, especially in New York, where the ancient patroon regime based on manorial lands along the Hudson was falling before an incursion of Yankee entrepreneurs, and in Boston where the China trade was forming the basis of immense mercantile fortunes, vestigial traces of which are still perceptible to this day in family trusts administered by generations of lawyers whose professions and the very accounts they oversee have been inherited since the days of clipper ships.




    Mansions at Newburyport and in Louisburg Square maintained in aristocratic magnificence with portraits by Copley, pipes of the best Madeira, and coaches from the finest carriage makers of London required other mediums of exchange than those represented by the triangle trade in rum, Negroes, and molasses, and tradesmen in French brandy and Hudson Bay sables demanded settlement of their accounts annually in gold and silver.




    On Beacon Hill arose a generation of magnifícoes whose gestures of ostentation and splendid entertainment were the peer of those in many of the great houses of the English countryside, although more modest retinues of servants established a lower status rating in the colonies and was to continue to do so until on both sides of the Atlantic servants as a ponderable class ceased to exist at all.




    Typical of the collective Medici of Beacon Street: as the eighteenth century drew to a close and republican government was being reflected in unrepublican opulence was Thomas Handasyd Perkins, a crony of Massachusetts’ splendid governor John Hancock, a fancier of the better things of life, and possessed of an endurance where bottles were concerned that would have enchanted a squire out of Fielding.




    Perkins was in the habit of driving in state through Boston’s narrow and muddy byways in a splendidly rocking coach with gilded coat armor on its panels and two footmen behind in dark blue liveries with white stockings, thus antedating by approximately a century the house livery of the New York Astors at the height of Mrs. Astor’s social ascendancy. When Perkins rode abroad there were not only coachmen and footmen but equally handsomely uniformed outriders and a small mounted court of galloping exquisites, gentlemen in attendance on the private payroll of the great merchant.




    Perkins’ waistcoats of woven gold, crimson coats, and magnificent wigs were made to order by Old Burlington Gardens tradesmen who every year sent their representatives to solicit his custom and fit the finished accessories. His wonderful gardens of rare fruit trees and exotic shrubs were tended by a corps of imported gardeners whom the owner paid the unheard-of sum of $10,000 a year, an amount which in itself presupposes adequate liquid resources, and the whole pattern of life of Perkins and the merchant princes in the China trade whom he represented bespoke a style of commerce that had advanced a measurable degree from the simple barter of goods and services of the earlier days in the Old Colony.




    In the light of the status that was to be established by subsequent conveyances and vehicles of locomotion, notably the steam yacht, the coach-and-four, the private Pullman Palace car, and, eventually and in lesser degree, the automobile, it is instructive to note that in the pre-industrial age a man’s standing in the elegance sweepstakes was materially determined by his carriages. Keeping carriage-company was the first expression of the later American determination to keep up with or, preferably, to surpass the Joneses. Keeping one’s own carriage in colonial New York was a notable evidence of secure finances and Maria de Peyster Spratt, whose husband loomed large in the ranks of the Common Council where he was president, drew attention to her worldly ways by being the first woman to own her own coach-and-four. The Van Rensselaers, Schermerhorns, Von Stades, and other patroons imported Dutch coaches, artifacts which, notably inferior to the later English importations, rolled through the Broad Way and the Bouwerie with a maximum of discomfort but reassuring solidity. In 1760 a young blood of the period, Levinius Clarkson, imported the first London-built cabriolet and attracted favorable comment by the handsome green liveries of his footmen. Mrs. James Beekman, whose family name was to be perpetuated in an ambitious uptown residential address two centuries later, owned a coach that established her social standing beyond all dispute. In Philadelphia, at the time it was occupied by General Howe and his British regiments, there were known to be more than 100 miscellaneous, privately owned carriages in town, a statistic of wealth the British didn’t overlook, but only two of them were landaus driven by Thomas Willing and William Peters. Sir William Howe commandeered for his headquarters during the investment of the city the Cadwalader mansion, but scorned the modest Cadwalader stables in favor of a sensationally handsome coach and pair belonging to Mrs. Israel Pemberton.




    The trend toward mercantile fortunes rather than landed wealth patterned on that of the great landholdings of hereditary aristocrats in England had its origins in the seafaring fortunes centering in Boston, Salem, and Newburyport in the eighteenth century, most of which easily survived the American Revolution. By the beginning of the industrial age in the fourth decade of the nineteenth century, vast landholders were going into eclipse, although as late as 1838 a visitor to Stephen Van Rensselaer, last of the Hudson River patroons on a grand scale, estimated the magnate’s annual income from rents and purely agricultural enterprises at more than $1,000,000. This was then such an exception to the trend of the times as to be widely remarked upon. The Van Rensselaers, moreover, participated in the status competition scarcely at all. They lived by the simple country standards of their forebears, kept early or country hours, inaugurated little ceremony in their entertaining, and, like their frugal counterparts on Beacon Hill in Boston, lived on the income of their income.




    The new wealth of mercantile and industrial New York thought the Van Rensselaers very dull folk indeed.




    The acquisition of personal wealth in colonial times and for fully three quarters of a century after the foundation of the Republic was a comparatively leisurely occupation whether it manifested itself in New England or in tidewater Virginia or in the Deep South where the Mississippi River traffic converged on New Orleans to produce a rich and aloof aristocracy of Creoles that went into decline but by no means disappeared with the Civil War. Making fortunes, building estates, rearing mansions, and establishing social status was an unhurried business spanning entire generations and continued to be so, roughly speaking, until the advent of the railroads, which made their appearance in appreciable force in the 1850s, and until the great industrial expansion in the North that was part of the economic pattern of the Civil War itself.




    Ostentations of wealth until the emergence of a new class of rich American in the 1860s were private. Fantastic luxury might be the hallmark of the vast plantations of the Old Dominion and the Deep South, but even when the wealth of planters and cotton brokers went north to Saratoga Springs which was practically its only showcase away from home, southern money was never characterized by grandiose gestures of hospitality or entertainment. A southern gentleman’s greatest extravagance was usually in the form of gambling, a preoccupation which might be indulged without let or hindrance either at home or at Saratoga but which occasioned small public remark other than to enter the realm of regional folklore. Again, gambling was private; it concerned nobody but its immediate participants and there were no newspaper paragraphers or society reporters to fill the wire services with accounts of spectacular losses or gains at whist, poker, or roulette.




    Hospitality, too, was a private concern. The most magnificent entertainment imaginable in the private ballrooms of plantation or town house could hardly accommodate more than a few hundred persons at the most. Dinner parties, suppers, balls, and other organized routs were not acceptable in public premises such as hotels and restaurants until almost the turn of the century, a circumstance which limited the potential scope of spending and strictly inhibited its public record in newspapers or the periodical press.




    Oceangoing steam yachts, vast stables of blooded race horses and thoroughbreds, mistresses of celebrity either tacitly or explicitly admitted, private garages with facilities for as many as 100 imported motorcars, privately chartered railroad trains and enormous country seats in Newport, in North Carolina, or on the peninsula south of San Francisco were all in the unforeseen future.




    In general terms, ostentation arrived with the Civil War.




    Nor did it wait for a cessation of hostilities to make itself known.




    It is a matter of record so well known to students of the American social and economic scene as to constitute a cliché, that the Civil War, especially in the North, commanded nowhere near the total dedication at all levels to the war effort that was to characterize either of the world wars of the next century. Business was very much as usual in New York, Boston, and Chicago. Easy money made its by no means shrinking appearance in hotels, theaters, and restaurants, and the social awareness which made such ostentations unthinkable on the part of civilians in 1917 or 1941 simply didn’t exist.




    Ex post facto analysts have attempted to point an unsavory moral at civilians who in the Civil War years not only stayed well away from the battlefields but began the accumulation of great fortunes on the basis of war materiel, arms and explosives, railroad and ocean transport, horses, mules, blankets, saddles, and, above all, food for the Union armies. Jay Gould, August Belmont, and even the elder J. P. Morgan have been the targets of unfavorable comment for their accumulation of wartime fortunes, but the disapproval of moralists didn’t manifest itself until the Civil War generation of what would later have been called profiteers were in their graves and beyond all censure.




    No disgrace and only the envy of the less perspicacious and fortunate attached to making money on either side in the Civil War. A man was a fool if he fought when he didn’t have to. He was smart if he stayed safely at prudent remove from the shooting and made himself a tidy pile. That patriotism and moral fervor ran no higher in the Confederacy is evidenced by the circumstance that the holds of blockade runners which raced to Wilmington and Charleston from the loading ports of Bermuda and the Bahamas were filled with French dresses and parasols, champagne, vintage cognac, gentlemen’s gloves, top hats, lace, perfumery, foie gras, and dancing slippers, and that cargoes of guns, ammunition, and other war matériel, even morphine and surgical instruments, were kept at a bare minimum. The Confederacy went to hell in style.




    If evidence were needed to the effect that no social obloquy attached to civilian activity during the height of hostilities it may be found in the fact that 1864 saw a flurry of excitement everywhere in the North occasioned by the opening of a new and greatly enlarged race track at Saratoga and that universal satisfaction rather than indignation greeted its inaugural. “William R. Travers, John Hunter, and Leonard Jerome, the men behind the project, were not the sort to jeopardise their substantial reputations by supporting anything dubious or subversive of the general morale,” wrote Richmond Barrett. “A public-spirited trio, they were proud of Saratoga and trying their best to pull the place out of the doldrums.”




    Indignant commentators, attempting to judge the era according to the moral standards of a century later, are wasting their breath. The generation that was factually concerned couldn’t have cared less.




    Commodore Cornelius Vanderbilt was sixty-eight: years old when he began to take a serious interest in the affairs of the New York & Harlem Railroad, an age that is not only in itself impressive, but worth remarking in the light of the fact that retirement is today obligatory for presidents of the New York Central Railroad, the Harlem’s successor, at the age of sixty-five. Under the terms of today’s corporate requirements he would have been put out to pasture three years before he even cast an acquisitive eye on a railroad property. It is food for contemplation.




    The time lag thus represented may have a personal explanation since, in the three decades that railroads had been in operation before the Commodore entered the lists, the silk-hatted and gold-headed cane-carrying railroad president was already emergent as one of the most enviable of business types. A source of the Commodore’s distrust of the steam-train brigades, as they were then known, could have been the circumstance that in 1833 while riding the Camden & Amboy Railroad, a primeval streak of rust that was later to be gathered to the mighty Pennsylvania, he had been involved at firsthand in one of the first railroad accidents of record. He sustained fractured ribs and was otherwise barbarously handled when the carriage in which he was riding went into the ditch. That the railroads then occupied the role later assumed by the flying machine as an agency of wholesale slaughter of their patrons is suggested by the fact that all the other occupants of the carriage were killed outright.




    It took the Commodore thirty years to overcome his distaste for accelerated surface travel, during which time railroads were born and died, went bankrupt or disappeared in great numbers, taking with them the investments of many men who risked their savings on a highly chancy enterprise. By 1862 many of the bugs that had troubled the operation of the first steam carriers had been ironed out. The effectiveness of rail transport was also being demonstrated in the conduct and logistics of the first war in which railroads played an important part. In the interim the Commodore had acquired something better than $40,000,000 from his steamboat ventures while other men were losing comparable sums, in the aggregate, on land transportation. Vanderbilt’s thirty-year reluctance to enter the field was one of the best of his many and conspicuously successful investments.




    As long as the Vanderbilt dynasty lasted, which was approximately four generations before its wealth and prestige became hopelessly fragmented, its members illustrated in their every aspect of acquisitiveness and splendor the popular ideal of aristocracy. Few Vanderbilts were concerned with public affairs. Fewer were associated with virtuous causes. With the exception of Vanderbilt University and some trifling benevolences at Yale University, the family as a whole eschewed good works. Their concerns were with the making and subsequent spending of a spectacular family fortune, both of which they achieved with a panache of splendor and high-handedness without parallel in the record.




    That the family fortune at the zenith of its intact magnitude of $200,000,000 at the death of William Henry Vanderbilt was not as great as the subsequent fortunes of Fords and Rockefellers is no derogation. The Vanderbilts with notable singleness of purpose spent their resources on themselves in spacious gestures of material satisfaction without recourse to the sanctimonious attitudes implicit in vast charities and in family foundations devoted to good works.




    The scope of their indulgence embraced all the accepted agencies for the expenditure of substantial sums without hope of financial or spiritual increment. It expressed itself in lavish entertainments, fantasies of architecture in the form of palatial residences on Fifth Avenue, in Newport, Asheville, and other strategically located points of the landscape, in oceangoing steam yachts, private railroad cars to fill the New York Central coachyards, titled sons-in-law, art galleries, armies of domestics, pitched battles for social acceptance and domination, racing stables, 100-car garages, and matrimonial alliances with princely houses overseas.




    When other and later magnificoes wanted schooling in spending money, they turned to Vanderbilts. Some of them, avid for postgraduate instruction, married Vanderbilts. This was as high as education could go.




    • • • • •




    No family’s collective genius for expressing itself in material possessions, neither that of the uninhibited generations of Vanderbilts nor the haunted inheritance of the McLeans, Walshes, and Beales which found its apotheosis in the Hope Diamond, exceeded the talent of the heirs of Jay Gould for spending money. Whether they got their money’s worth is a matter of opinion. Often enough, as in the case of Anna Gould’s purchase of a husband in the person of Count Boni de Castellane, it seemed to qualified observers that Goulds were conditioned to buying a pig in a poke. On the other hand, there was so much Gould money around that it didn’t make much difference. It was nearly endless and no Gould could be accused of keeping it out of circulation.




    If there was any validity in the economic philosophy of the exiled Bradley-Martins that the well-to-do were obligated to spend freely in order to provide employment in hard times, the Goulds collectively and singly would seem to have justified themselves, in good times as well as bad.




    Jay Gould, founder of the family fortunes, was without a doubt a charter member of the robber barons club and what Stewart Holbrook characterized as a “man of disaster.” He made money out of other people’s misfortunes and often as not the misfortunes were contrived by Gould himself so that he might salvage something from the debris and destruction which marked his going almost everywhere.




    His associates in business, the extrovert Jim Fisk, sanctimonious Uncle Dan’l Drew, and the various members of President Grant’s official family whom he hoodwinked and seduced, were clearly scoundrels. There was nothing of the empire builder, the pioneer industrialist, or bringer of order out of chaos about any of them. They lived by chaos and Jim Fisk, at least, died of it, riotously and in good time for the morning editions. Even in his own generation, which was conspicuously tolerant in such matters, Gould didn’t bask in general acceptance or the regard of the community. Much of the time he was on the lam, hiding from mobs and sheriff’s officers. During the last years of his life he lived on borrowed time, racked by pulmonary ailments, dyspepsia, and a variety of malaises which would have floored a less vital man early in the game. He was an insomniac as well, and the bodyguards at his rather modest Fifth Avenue home were accustomed to keep him company in the night watches while he strolled under the gas lamps, occasionally spitting blood into a fine cambric handkerchief and always planning new assaults, invasions, and forays where there was money to be snatched and looted.




    Jay Gould was tireless in evil and his obituaries, when finally the old fellow with the scythe caught up with him, remarked that he was a man without a friend. Probably not true but at least symptomatic.




    Gould in his lifetime took small pleasure from the vast sums of money which were attracted to his bank accounts and portfolios. His tastes were neither frivolous nor robust and a man who always traveled with a personal physician and a private chef skilled in the preparation of diet food had small inducement to the things that gave pleasure, say, to Diamond Jim Brady or the insatiably vital J. P. Morgan. It is notable that Morgan was one of the pallbearers at Gould’s funeral.




    The Gould heirs didn’t begin to get in their licks at his fortune until later. Gould died in 1892 and it wasn’t until 1896 that his family made its first bid for attention in the spendthrift sweepstakes by opening Georgian Court, the first of several Gould manorial residences, at Lakewood, New Jersey.




    In terms of his contemporaries and peers and his own resources of wealth, the founder of the Gould dynasty lived in comparative simplicity and a minimum of ostentation. The Gould town house at the northeast corner of Fifth Avenue and Forty-seventh Street, a location which afforded the inmates a matchless vantage point from which to view the greatest of the many hotel fires of its time when the Windsor Hotel just across the street burned with the loss of many lives, was an understatement of modesty, as many New Yorkers can remember who knew it in the thirties as a shop stocked with Armenian rugs and hand-me-down light fixtures. It would not have served as gatekeeper’s lodge to any of the lordly Vanderbilt mansions on the west side of Fifth Avenue a few blocks to the north. Certainly it was not one of the “haunts of iniquity” castigated by the Rev. De Witt Talmage whose notions of Babylonish excess were “men in high places smoking cigarets with their feet on Turkish divans.” No. 579 Fifth Avenue was a no-nonsense Victorian home at a good address and assuredly no entry in the elegance sweepstakes of its era.




    More in the millionaire manner was Lyndhurst, Gould’s country seat at Irvington-on-Hudson with its 500 acres of meticulously landscaped grounds with lawns, rare shrubbery, carefully tended drives, and ornamental waters, all approached through massive gateways manned night and day by an army of private security guards. A masterpiece suggesting that the owner was an admirer of Horace Walpole’s school of Gothic gloom crowned a grassy slope, with forty rooms behind crenelated towers, Gothic pointed windows, and a tall, ivy-grown belfry. The whole facade and atmosphere of Lyndhurst was one of Carpathian gloom and mystery, a setting for Dracula well suited to the owner’s reputation in financial circles as a bird of ill omen.




    Here amidst a comprehensive network of telephone extensions, burglar alarms, and other private communications systems were the conventional gatehouses, servants’ quarters at some remove from the main structure, carriage houses, stables, a swimming pool and bowling alley, laundry, and yacht landing. Ponderous, built for doomsday, Lyndhurst was the solid and abiding tangible symbol of the dynasty of Goulds that its owner might establish to pass the Gould name to generations to come. Aside from the conventional amenities of comfort and stylized luxury, Lyndhurst embraced Jay Gould’s one indulgence of expensive caprice, a magnificent system of greenhouses where he grew and experimented with the largest collection of rare and exotic orchids in the world. There were upwards of 8000 orchids imported “from beyond Trebizond” and 2000 azaleas, all tended and cherished by an army of educated gardeners supervised by Gould himself. Before the emergence of Nero Wolfe, Jay Gould was the world’s most famous and certainly its richest orchid fancier.




    Gould’s other indulgence was a series of vessels ranging from the small steam pinnace aboard which it was for many years his custom to commute to downtown Manhattan, sometimes with Cyrus Field for company, to the extravagantly beautiful seagoing yacht Atalanta which very definitely was an entry in the elegance sweepstakes and was the peer in its every aspect of magnificence with its contemporaries: James Gordon Bennett’s Namouna, J. P. Morgan’s Corsair, and William Backhouse Astor’s Nourmahal.


  




  

    

      

    

  




  

    Atalanta cost $1000 a week to maintain, a truly staggering sum which might be represented by approximately a quarter of a million annually in today’s depreciated currency. Guests were conveyed from the landing to Atalanta’s gangway by cutters manned by ten oars uniformed in the Gould colors of white and blue and were piped over the side in naval style and ceremony. Oriental rugs, plush, rare boiseries, gold-mono-grammed velvets, costly draperies, and opulent furniture vied for the admiration of the beholder with a truly fine library, for Gould was a discerning reader, and a built-in upright piano in the music room. In the galley supervised by an English chief steward who had seen service with the Earl of Rosebery, French chefs labored over culinary masterpieces for Gould’s guests while a specially gifted pastry cook from Vienna dedicated his entire time to the confection of the ladyfingers which were the sole delicacy permitted Gould himself by a rigid diet.




    Because Jay Gould’s own generation of archmillionaires, many of them as ruthless and rapacious as the debaucher of Erie but more sanctimonious of appearance, refused him admission to the New York Yacht Club, Gould founded his own squadron, the American Yacht Club, a stratagem for circumventing old-line aristocrats which was practiced with even more spectacular success when Gould and the other men of towering but recent wealth built their own opera house, the Metropolitan, which shortly put the older Academy of Music with all its stuffy attitudes of superiority out of business.




    Perhaps, because Jay Gould was one of its general staff, a brief chronicle of this campaign which ended in one of the two or three most spectacular ambuscades in New York’s social history may not be amiss here.




    Until the year 1883 New York’s upper-case musical circles had been contracted in a stoutly defended enclave represented by the production of grand opera at the old Academy of Music in Irving Place. Its boxes, entailed from generation to generation, were the Maginot Line of defense against the onslaughts of new money, and behind its red plush ramparts massed Livingstons, Barclays, Barlows, Beekmans, Schermerhorns, Schuylers, and Duers ranged themselves in hollow square under the joint command of Pierre Lorillard, August Belmont, and Robert L. Cutting. The premises of the Academy of Music permitted only eighteen really advantageous boxes and its structure precluded enlargement, an arrangement which perfectly suited its archaic patronage of breeding instead of money, and conservatism instead of ostentation. Even when William H. Vanderbilt offered $30,000 for occupancy of one of the momentarily available boxes, the hollow square was impervious to assault.




    Inevitably the stratagem evolved by Jay Gould in the founding of the American Yacht Club suggested itself. Gould himself was involved to the great social advantage of his family in a group of insurgents which included such perfumed names as William Rockefeller, Darius Ogden Mills, George F. Baker, Collis P. Huntington, and whole shoals of Astors, Roosevelts, and Goelets who were enchanted to join an insurrection that promised once and for all to stamp out a snobbishness of senility in favor of a brave new snobbishness of solvency. Instead of the Academy of Music’s parsimonious allowance of eighteen boxes, the new Metropolitan Opera was to have twice that number. The real estate on which it rose at Broadway from Thirty-ninth to Fortieth streets cost $600,000 and the auditorium itself $430,000, and when its boxes, ownership of which cost a tidy $60,000 each, were occupied on opening night, the occupants represented an aggregate wealth estimated by the newspapers of the land at $540,000,000. The circle of boxes was inevitably known as the “Diamond Horseshoe.”




    In every way the new opera had the advantage in fire power, reserves, terrain, and logistics over the ancient bluebloods of Astor Place and from the beginning the issue was never in doubt among informed observers. One of the few who did not see the handwriting on the wall was Mrs. Paran Stevens, wife of the “Prince of Hoteliers” who was proprietor of the Fifth Avenue Hotel and a notable aspirant for social honors via the cultural agency of music and good works. Mrs. Stevens owed her allegiance to the Academy but when, on October 22, 1883, the two rival temples of culture opened in the social battle of the century, Mrs. Stevens took the precaution of attending both premieres. In less than two seasons the Academy was humbled and went out of business.




    Participation in the rout of the patroons and his association with the winners was of enormous social advantage to Jay Gould. His family found itself in the company of no fewer than five Vanderbilt box holders, and Whitneys, Goelets, Drexels, Rockefellers, Morgans, and Bakers in platoons, companies, and phalanxes. It was on the basis of their joint participation in the great victory at Broadway and Thirty-ninth that J. Pierpont Morgan assented, when the time came, to being a pallbearer for Jay Gould, a posthumous distinction, but one that was never discounted by surviving members of his family.




    Jay Gould had six children, George Jay, a railroad president himself and director of a number of steam carriers who died in 1923; Helen Miller Gould, who became Mrs. Finley J. Shepard; Edwin, chairman of the board of the St. Louis Southwestern Railroad; Howard, an expatriate who early in the game removed to England; Anna, who became successively the Countess de Castellane and Marchioness of Tallyrand; and Frank Jay, sportsman, turf enthusiast, Francophile, and finally proprietor of the Palais de la Méditerranée, the superb gambling resort at Cannes.




    All the Goulds were present at their father’s deathbed. It was one of the few moments that, for years to come, was to see them united in anything except the supreme family talent for vast expenditures.




    The Gould men, notably George, Edwin, and Frank Jay, inherited in addition to what may vulgarly be described as a bundle a considerable degree of their father’s executive competence and were railroad men of consequence and ability, but that is an aspect of their fortunes which is not the concern of this book. Some of the elder Gould’s genius for chaos also descended upon George, who in the late nineties went to war with the all-powerful Pennsylvania Railroad and spent more than $12,000,000 securing an entry for the railroads of the Gould system into Pittsburgh. That the practical ill-will and malevolence of earlier railroading hadn’t entirely disappeared from the Gould purview is suggested by the fact that during this encounter the Pennsylvania management ordered to be cut down every Western Union telegraph pole along thousands of miles of its right-of-way. Western Union was then a Gould property.




    Some idea of the magnitude of the Gould estate, the management and administration of which was largely left to George Gould, may be gathered from the fact that, in addition to and over and above the private fortune of $82,000,000 largely in cash and in liquid assets left by Jay Gould, there were parcels of real estate in Louisiana which later brought in better than $12,000,000, while the control was vested in the Gould family of corporations capitalized for $350,000,000 with an additional $291,000,000 in bonds. The Gould empire of communications was in overwhelming measure in the form of railroads, with 8500 miles of main-line and secondary trackage, but there was also the Western Union Telegraph Company as a minor source of revenue and authority.




    In 1902, George Gould was heard to complain that his duties included the administration of business ventures employing 112,375 employees at a monthly payroll of $4,994,000, take or leave a few thousands for seasonal variations and business fluctuations from bonanza to borasca and back.




    It was not the habit of the various members of the Gould family to take money as a serious matter, and sums running into tens of millions circulated from their private banking and investment accounts to those of the Gould corporations without serious question by any of the heirs or beneficiaries. George Gould seldom considered it necessary to apprise his brothers and sisters of any transaction involving less than $50,000,000 and he was sometimes absent-minded about these. No Gould, according to W. A. Powers, chronicler of their impetuous and gilded destinies, ever had any notion from year to year what he or she or the other members of the family might be worth collectively or severally. It was a state of chaos that could only have been understandable to Midas, King of Phrygia, and in 1912, doubtless because he was bored with the whole thing, George Gould in a whimsical moment burned all the family books and records. This casual pyrotechnic gesture disposed, for the moment anyway, of the headaches implicit in well over half a billion dollars’ worth of corporate and private resources.




    It was also a gesture entirely typical of the Goulds.




    A certain amount of confusion was the by-product of this simplification of the family affairs, and sums of money that in other families would be felt worth keeping track of, disappeared for years at a time. George at one time advanced his brother Frank $3,000,000 from the family funds with which to modernize the International Great Northern Railroad in Texas, but no memorandum was made of the transaction and it didn’t get into the record for nearly twenty years.




    In a similarly vague manner peculiar to really rich millionaires, Helen Gould was never entirely sure how much she paid for rebuilding Lyndhurst, one of the family estates, at Irvington-on-Hudson and was mildly surprised when she learned that she had sunk better than $15,000,000 in its baronial acres. “I thought it was more than that,” she is reported to have said when she saw the bill.




    The conduct of the Gould railroads was of a piece with that of their personal fortunes, and the management of one carrier never knew until it was told from New York whether it was operating at a profit or showing a startling amount of red ink. Deficits in the revenues of one carrier such as Wabash were carried on the books of another, perhaps the Missouri Pacific, and properties showed huge losses or equally impressive profits at the whimsical caprice of whatever Gould might momentarily be interested in its conduct.




    The collective Gould attitude toward money was that there was so much floating around that it was hardly worth while to keep track of it. Sums in the tens of millions disappeared from sight without explanation and might, or might not, turn up at some later date in the family’s scatterbrained bookkeeping.




    Now and then, as a family, they were united in common bonds of outrage as when Anna’s brothers moved to cut off her seemingly illimitable expenses in the form of Boni de Castellane. In the interim they sued each other on the slightest provocation or none. They sued Goulds and they sued outsiders. Whole law offices were preoccupied for years on end with Gould litigation over fancied slights and imagined insults, and as late as the 1950s, when Gould resources were beginning to show signs of wear and tear, a group of Goulds still united in a ferocious assault upon a Hearst coated-paper periodical for no more than intimating that Frank Jay Gould had fun with his money.




    • • • • •




    As has been remarked, Jay Gould and his family were not the most attractive of American millionaires in the nineteenth century. Socially the Goulds were unacceptable over a longer term of probation than most arrivistes and never did make the grade in the upper-case significance of the word Society. A crude, quarrelsome, shifty, and evasive family, they started from scratch and ended not far from it, but one quality which infected the other rich men of his era never was part of Jay himself: he was totally lacking in the sanctimonious overtones of religion and morality that drove J. P. Morgan to association in a big way with Anglican bishops and suggested that crusty old Commodore Vanderbilt, the lustiest pirate of them all, whine hymns on his deathbed.




    Jay Gould, as somebody said of a later rascal, was scrupulously dishonest and made no pretense at anything else. His was a character complementary to that of his associate, Jim Fisk, whose happy motto for living was “Let each man carry out his own dead.”




    The Goulds being what they were, it was altogether appropriate that the most notorious titled marriage of an entire generation should be that of a Gould heiress to a sensationally flamboyant bounder who looted, rooked, pillaged, and sponged off his in-laws until he became the prototypal adventurous foreign nobleman preying on the fortunes of unsophisticated American millionaires. Boni de Castellane was the living caricature of what the American newspaper-reading public envisioned when they thought of a degenerate, titled, hand-kissing little foreign cad. His stature was diminutive; he reeked of perfume, engaged in duels of a strictly theatrical order, and snowed his naïve American victims with the manners and affectation of a vieille noblesse that was already an anacronism in his native France.




    Anywhere but amidst the Goulds, Boni de Castellane was strictly for the birds. Anna Gould, a hard-eyed, grim-faced woman with a powerful urge to be a marchioness or better, thought him the answer to a maiden’s prayer. They were a perfect match.




    “My ancestors were in the habit of exercising their noble prerogative of coining money,” was one of Boni’s favorite boasts. Boni maintained the tradition with scrupulous devotion, using the Goulds as a private mint on such a grandiose scale as to bug the eyes of the beholders. As a social burglar he was of Jimmy Valentine dimensions.




    Boniface, Count de Castellane, was born in 1867 in Provence and brought up in the manner of the French nobility of his day, that is to say as a cross between poet and a panhandler, at the ancient family seat, the Château de Rochecotte. He met Anna Gould in Paris at the salon of a common acquaintance in 1894 and at once determined to make a conquest of a woman whose family bore a reasonable resemblance to the United States Treasury. To this end he shortly turned up in New York, penniless, to be sure, but full of optimism.




    A compatriot, Charles Raoul Duval, grubstaked him in his matrimonial venture much as a mining prospector might be grubstaked by a backer who, in the event of his striking it rich, would share the proceeds on a percentage basis. Duval underwrote Bond’s expenses on a trip to Newport, and, on the basis of his title, manners, and unquestioned charm, De Castellane was soon moving in the wealthy circles affected by the Gould family. It shortly became a matter of widespread understanding, although the match was not officially announced, that he was betrothed to the Gould heiress.




    De Castellane was already possessed of champagne tastes, and the lordly ways of the Goulds convinced him that a marriage with Anna would be no mistake.




    To entertain his prospective brother-in-law in a style befitting the impending alliance between a Gould heiress and the haberdashery of old Chateau de Rochecotte, George Gould chartered a private train to take a party of invited guests to participate in a winter sports carnival at Quebec. We have seen how this was the period of the most splendid and ornate ascendancy of the private railroad car, and the entire train of chartered special equipment was the quintessential sublimation of its ostentatious elegance.




    The train chartered by George Gould was one which had recently been among the more sensational exhibits at the World’s Columbian Exposition at Chicago where it had been entered by the Pullman Palace Car-Building Company in competition with the almost equally effulgent display of the rival and hated car-building firm of Webster Wagner, a New York associate of the Vanderbilts who had ironically been killed in an accident aboard one of his own cars on the Vanderbilt-owned New York Central & Hudson River Railroad.




    The Pullman cars were five in number, of similar external décor, designed to be used en suite as a self-sustaining unit and rented for $500 a day plus carrying charges, usually eighteen full first-class fares per car, of the carriers over whose lines they passed. There was a club car named Marchena, whose interior economy included a Mooresque barber shop whose Kochs patent chair reposed under a dome of many-colored glass; a diner, La Rabida, whose intricately carved boiseries were a tribute to the infinite capacity for detail of Pullman’s famed Marquetry Room at Pullman, Illinois; a composite observation-sleeping car, Isabella, boasting a bathtub and vaulted ceiling with Gothic fretwork and named in honor of Columbus’ royal patron; a sleeper, America, and a parlor car, Countess, a title that didn’t come up to Anna’s impending rank of marchioness, but whose heavy cut-velvet upholstery and fringes, all dazzling white, must have given pause to the maintenance department in an age well in advance of air conditioning.




    This superb conveyance, fully staffed with chefs, butlers, footmen, valets, and lady’s maids, ran on special schedule over the appropriate connecting railroads from New York to Canada as division superintendents and chief dispatchers at distant division points guided its glittering progress through the winter night. George Gould was one of the ranking railroad barons of the age and his guests were not the sort a friendly carrier liked to imagine as involved in anything resembling an accident.




    Boni found the appointments eminently satisfactory. He was barbered in the Kochs patent barber chair and his mustaches waxed with appropriate solicitude. His private bedroom was furnished in bed linen brought for the occasion from Gould linen closets and supervised by a Gould housekeeper. In the matter of attire both for the guests and staff, all, too, was eminently de rigueur. Members of the party at the stroke of six retired to their staterooms to emerge for cocktails in full evening attire of white tie and tails; footmen were in formal court dress, knee breeches, silver-buckled pumps, ruffled shirts, and scarlet tailcoats heavy with gold bullion. A sommelier uncorked the wine and made the rounds of the tables in La Rabida in appropriate gold chain of office; the flat service was of silver gilt.




    The menu on this junket to the frontiers of any appreciable social order has not come down to us, but it is safe to assume that it involved the classic elements of Fifth Avenue cuisine in 1895, caviar, canvas-back, Maryland terrapin, foie gras, pheasant Souvarov, and an ample supply of champagne in magnums. The footmen passed a light collation of broiled squab, quail on toast, pommes Anna, broiled Cotuit oysters, and more Krug’s Private Cuvée before the guests retired.




    It is evident that the appointments and conduct generally of the Goulds as represented by both Georgian Court and the interior décor of the car Isabella favorably impressed the Count de Castellane, for on their arrival at Quebec he formally asked Miss Gould’s hand in marriage. “After High Mass at the Cathedral and still under the mystic influence of my Faith, I unveiled my inmost soul to Miss Anna Gould and asked her to become my wife.” Her “unhesitating acceptance” of this proposal was the equivalent to Boni of a cashier’s check running to nearly $12,000,000.




    Anna Gould was nineteen when she became the Countess de Castellane in a ceremony performed by Archbishop Corrigan of New York in the severely handsome four-story George Gould residence at the northeast corner of Fifth Avenue at Sixty-seventh Street. Boni, after a brief stay at the old Gould homestead at Irvington-on-Hudson, bore off his bride and presented her to the tenantry at Rochecotte where “she entered our world of traditions from a world absolutely destitute of them.”




    Boni’s first purchase of magnitude represented a considerable amount of Union Pacific bonds and took the form of a yacht.




    It was the noontide of oceangoing steam yachts of dimensions comparable to the Cunard and North German Lloyd liners that then plied the North Atlantic, and leaders in the sweepstakes for magnitude and costliness were Leonard Jerome’s Clarita, William H. Aspinwall’s Firefly, and James Gordon Bennett’s weirdly named Namouna which carried a cow housed on its foredeck against the unlikely contingency of its owner’s wanting milk. Namouna and cow were popularly reputed to set Bennett back better than $150,000 a year for crew and upkeep, and Anna and Boni thought they might be able to do the Commodore one better with Valhalla which was built to their order in England in 1897 and proved one of Boni’s last tangible assets when it was seized by his creditors three years later.




    Valhalla weighed 1,600 tons and required a crew of ninety and eight officers, not counting the owners’ personal suites of valets, secretaries, tiring maids, and manicurists, and went far in living up to De Castellane’s ambitions to outspend Commodore Bennett.




    Once legally and factually in a position to spend the Gould millions, the floodgates of Boni’s fancy began pouring foreign aid into the ateliers of the Rue de la Paix on a scale that occasioned nip-ups for joy among a wide variety of art and antique dealers, rug merchants, wine sellers, carriage builders, and purveyors of luxury merchandise and services generally. The diminutive mooch fancied himself, among other things, to be possessed of the most exquisite sensibilities where art, architecture, and decoration were concerned, and if the most expensive of everything in these fields was indeed the best, his good opinion would seem justified.




    Word that the De Castellane carriage with its footmen and outriders had turned in from Avenue de l’Opéra caused tradesmen everywhere in the Place Vendôme to comb their whiskers and assume poses of anticipation in the doorways of their shops.




    In the Faubourg St.-Honoré, Giraud, the tapestry man, was the first considerable recipient of the blizzard of currency that had had its origins along the right-of-way of the Missouri Pacific Railroad and in carloadings on the Texas Pacific. Giraud was broker for some Gobelins from the collection of the Russian nobleman the Baron de Gunsburg, “marvelous creations in tones of blue and pink, bearing the royal arms of France, representing pastoral scenes depicted with delicious feeling and freshness and seeming to breathe the sensuous charm and artificial grace of the period to which they belonged.”




    If there was anything that aroused the collector in Boni, it was “sensuous charm and artificial grace,” and without waiting to discuss anything as vulgar as price, he began pulling banknotes from his pocket and thrusting them on the bewildered tradesman “in such profusion that the floor was strewn with them.” As an afterthought, he inquired how much the Gobelins cost and, on learning that the price was 250,000 francs, made up the sum on the spot.




    Dealers in Gobelin tapestries were not used to doing business for cash on the barrelhead and “Giraud could find no words!” De Castellane later attested.




    The tapestries were destined never to be hung in any De Castellane residence because Boni couldn’t find a setting adequate to their beauty and they eventually passed into the hands of J. P. Morgan. By that time the price had risen to 1,500,000 francs.




    From Giraud’s, the De Castellane equipage was next observed outside Sedelmeyer’s art gallery where Boni knew there was a rare bargain to be had: a Vandyke portrait of the Marquise de Spinola; and another 120,000 francs came out of the till of the Denver & Rio Grande Western Railroad. In due course, the Marquise, like the Gobelins, passed into the possession of the head of the House of Morgan.




    At Samary’s, Boni bought Rembrandt’s “Man with a Fur Cap” for another 100,000 francs, a purchase which justified his judgment when it was eventually acquired by the Metropolitan Museum of Art on Fifth Avenue. In swift succession the De Castellane footmen carried out of their repositories a pair of celadon vases mounted by Gaffieri, an objet d’art known as “The Morrison Table” from Asher Wertheimer, and Reynolds’ portrait of Judge Dunning and his sister from the same dealer. The De Castellane landau by this time was beginning to bear a marked resemblance to a furniture van.




    Word of these doings was not slow to spread in Paris commercial circles and the appearance of a De Castellane carriage was the signal for an outpouring of frenzied tradesmen in frock coats and spade beards holding up Rembrandts on the sidewalk for his approval, waving diamond necklaces, and flapping costly rugs like Armenians at a boulevard café. Boni seldom disappointed them and shouted grandly to charge it as he rolled in a triumphant progress of spending through the streets.




    One of his trophies, ransomed for a mere 80,000 francs from the vaults of Lord Rocksavage, was a wonderful carpet dating from the fourteenth century when it had disappeared from Lisbon Cathedral. It measured sixty feet in length and was ornamented with wreaths of acanthus on a rose-pink background interwoven with golden inscriptions. Later the same day he discovered at Jacques Seligman’s a marvelous buhl clock that “it was impossible for me not to acquire,” and at Stettiner’s a dinner service of apple-green Sèvres. He was “weak as water” when beholding the famous Crescent cupboards at Hotchkiss’ and offered 400,000 francs for but did not get the Crasse Fragonards which subsequently became the property of Henry Clay Frick.




    I likewise gathered a few tables inset with Sèvres plaques, rare Chinese cases from the Folques collection, a set of silver soup plates from the Demidoff collection, and a thousand and one similar trifles which combined to make my house one of the most wonderful museums in the world.




    This was not the sort of thing to escape the attention of members of the Gould family back in New York. “My brothers-in-law, who neither knew nor cared anything about art, were actively hostile . . . but they troubled me not at all.” It may have been this hostility that incited De Castellane to even greater heights of achievement in having fun with money and, when Anna, at the appropriate time, gave birth to a son and heir, he undertook to celebrate the occasion with a fete worthy of its importance and one which beyond all doubt would rock the disapproving Goulds on their heels.




    He took counsel with his uncle, the Prince de Sagan, a monocled old party out of the pages of La Vie Parisienne, and together they called on the president of the Municipal Council of Paris with a request to be allowed to take over the Tir aux Pigeons, the ornate trapshooting pavilion in the Bois de Boulogne, for an evening’s private entertainment.




    Confronted with a project to use public property for “an illuminated ballet of the most beautiful description,” this functionary was troubled, and asked what was its occasion and purpose.




    “My uncle adjusted his famous monocle, and smiling an icy and mocking smile, addressed himself to the official.




    “You want to know the object of this fete, sir? This fete is given simply for our amusement," and he repeated the words "for our amusement" several times in succession.




    Thus put in his place by an aristocrat, the fellow was “amazed,” but soon saw the reasonableness of the whole thing and even promised an escort of mounted Republican Guards on the eventful night.




    In possession of the benediction of the municipality and practically unlimited credit at the banking firm of Morgan, Harjes & Cie., Boni and his uncle began demonstrating to what heights of fancy they might rise in the matter of a fete “for our amusement.”




    As a starter, 80,000 Venetian lamps were made expressly for the occasion at Murano and arranged in the trees of the Bois “where they glittered in a pale similitude of fruits and innumerable firefly lights outlined the walks and avenues.” Fifteen kilometers of specially woven red carpet were commanded from Belloir, the upholsterer, and sixty footmen in scarlet court livery arranged along it supplemented at intervals by the magnificently uniformed members of the Republican Guard mounted and with drawn sabers. Eighty picked coryphees were to be mirrored in the waters of the lake while an orchestra of 200 musicians accompanied them and occasionally blew notes on hunting horns to suggest overtones of woodland rout. Three thousand guests were invited for the ballet and fireworks and Boni and the Prince de Sagan entertained 250 specially selected voluptuaries at dinner in a marquee decorated with 25,000 long-stemmed roses.




    Observers were of the mind that it cost a pretty penny, probably $250,000 in Gould dividends.




    On the big night there was a deluge of tropical rain which threatened to call off the entire affair and Boni’s aides were in tears, but at the last moment the clouds cleared and the moon shone through on what was undoubtedly the most concentrated scene of splendor since Napoleonic times. To be sure, much of the rain that had fallen turned into steam which swirled in ghostly clouds among the celebrants, giving much the effect of 3000 people in elaborate evening dress who had somehow and mistakenly got trapped in a Turkish bath.




    The fireworks were terrific; there was a Niagara of the best champagne. A Monsieur Camille Groult, who had amassed a formidable fortune manufacturing vermicelli for a firm of soup manufacturers, made a sensational entry in an open country cart from which he suddenly released twenty-five large white swans. The birds, terrified by the light and strains of Offenbach from the 200 picked musicians, flew wildly in all directions, scaring hell out of the members of the corps de ballet who added piercing feminine screams to the already abundant bedlam.




    All Paris agreed there had never been anything the like of Boni’s fete, all, that is, except Anna de Castellane, who seemed to think it wasn’t such a much and may well have been of the mind that, if they wanted to, the Goulds could do better at Georgian Court.




    Far from discouraged, Boni went on to a resounding series of fetes in which he played variations on the theme of footmen, fireworks, and ballet. Rochecotte proving too simple for his enlightened fancy, he purchased a chateau at Marais where he visualized “glowing flower beds gilded by the setting sun, amongst which wandered giant Nubians wearing plumed red turbans, holding jaguars or huge black panthers in leash—the whole scene silhouetted against a changing background of evening sky.” Again the house liveries were troublesome—“scarlet would have desecrated Marais”—so he evolved white coats embellished with Brandenburgs, and pale-blue breeches, which, worn with powdered wigs, transported Boni “back to the blue and silver days of the eighteenth century, when life was decorative and Courtesy and Refinement walked hand in hand.”
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