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Martha’s Vineyard


I own an island in the sea


I do not own it actually


I claim it only by right of need


Defying those who hold the deed


Perhaps a truer phrase would be


There is an island which owns me.


—Louise Aldridge Bugbee







How I Came To Be a Tell-All Living on Martha’s Vineyard


TWO CONDITIONS COMMINGLED to get this book written: I live on an absolutely nutty island full of wacky people, past and present, and I have a big mouth. Heaven only knows what makes some of us discreet, zipped-up individuals like Greta Garbo and Supreme Court Justice John Roberts, and what makes others of us like Joan Rivers and Rona Barrett, crazed to regale all and sundry with a good story. Clearly, I’m on the Rivers/Barrett side of the spectrum.


I’m not proud of the fact that when I hear of a scandal most dire or a juicy piece of gossip or a tale of human folly, you’d have to tackle me and seal my mouth with duct tape to keep me from blabbing. These days I can somewhat be trusted with a secret, for the sake of avoiding friends’ and family’s wrath, but I need to be warned on no uncertain terms that to talk is to die.


Frankly, I believe most writers possess this loose-lips gene, which comes with a three-part operating system: The first is a libido for the goods, the story. We hear it at someone’s dinner table and thirty-seven years later we remember it down to what Party A was wearing and what Party B was smoking. The second is the overwhelming urge to pass the tasty treat along, either verbally or on paper or both. The third is the need to run away to Rio for fear someone will slap us silly for disclosing what should have been locked in a bombproof vault.


But why else would we bestir ourselves to write, if not for the sheer bliss of passing along some splendid piece of information?


So from the time I moved to Martha’s Vineyard, I’ve had an accordion file in my head that over the years has bristled with oddball anecdotes, unmentionable footnotes of history, crackpots I’ve known and loved, celebrities’ quirks, data unbelievable, and “say what?” tales. It’s time to spill the beans.


There’s a reason this island has become scarily famous. Oh, part of it is the scenic beauty. But there are heaps of scenically beautiful places around the world. None of them, however, have preppie senators driving mini-skirted interns off bridges or princesses and presidents rocketing down in August or movie sharks yanking naked girls down into midnight waters or young political scions plunging single-engine planes into the wine-dark sea only miles from their glamorous, reclusive mothers’ 375-acre estates.


So how did the Vineyard get to be America’s favorite resort soap opera?


It beats me. Maybe in a similar fashion to the way boats and planes disappear in the Bermuda Triangle, folks in our environs are cosmically scheduled for an extra injection of drama in their lives—or, if not drama, then tragicomedy, or outright comedy, or outright tragedy.


I’ve been coming here since the spring of 1976. Up until then I had spent most of my years in Los Angeles. Okay, cards on the table—I’m a Valley Girl, and that in and of itself may explain my love of good dish. In any event, my future ex-husband, Marty, and I bought a summer home here in 1981, had our son, Charlie, on the island in ‘84, and moved here year-round in ‘91, just after Hurricane Bob cleared the brush out from the wetlands surrounding our little beach cottage.


Meanwhile, not a single colorful story has escaped my all-too-curious gaze. I know where the bodies are buried—metaphorically and even physically. And while, after this book is published and circulated, no one will ever confide in me again, it nonetheless gives me great pleasure to share with readers glimpses into the Vineyard as I’ve come to know and love it—wild, iconoclastic, unpredictable, and for all its insanity, everlastingly lovable.


Not all history writing needs to be as irreverent as my romp through the highlights and lowlifes of the Vineyard. A serious historian might consider statistics about, say, cod fishing or tax collection in the 1800s every bit as wild and wooly and fun fun fun as I do murder, mayhem, and high frivolity. To that end, you’ll find at the back of this book a fairly extensive bibliography, not so much to prove that I’ve done my research—although I have—but to demonstrate how much information has been published over the years about our little island.


My own culling of true-life stories, then and now, involved the same process as picking only the red M&Ms from a five-pound bag. That’s not to say that all the other flavors and colors can’t also be enjoyed. So I do urge one and all to read further, but be forewarned: any and all applied studies of Martha’s Vineyard, like chocolate, are addictive.





Divas, Inc.


From Long-Ago Temptresses to Princess Di: Nine Drama Queens—Including Two Midgets—Who Left Their Stamp on the Island


The Woman in Red


NO ONE COULD BELIEVE that any chit of a girl could be so brazen. In the summer of 1890, she strolled the public beach of Cottage City (now Oak Bluffs) clad in outrageously little for the time—a baggy, knee-hugging red woolen bathing gown fortified by thick red woolen stockings. Too shocking! The green-eyed, porcelain-skinned, Botticelli-style beauty’s vivid red hair fell in a sensuous tumble to her waist.


Who was she, this Venus on a half-shell assuming a living, breathing form? No one knew anything about her, but her sudden appearance on these shores caused a stir from the gilded lounges of the Sea View Hotel to the honky-tonkiest of billiard parlors on Circuit Avenue. Every noontime as bathers back-stroked to rhythms of the Foxboro Brass Band tootling from the pavilion, young men in straw boaters lined the bluffs waiting for a glimpse of their unknown goddess. Her devotees trailed behind her, a Pied Piper brigade on a libidinous mission.


This woman of such mystery and allure was actually an unassuming young miss named Nellie Sands, daughter of a New York pharmacist who housed his family above his Madison Avenue storefront. But, lusterless origins aside, Nellie’s looks and choice of swimsuit attire thrust her into circumstances of ever-increasing notoriety.


By the end of August, Nellie was discovered by the island’s premier bachelor, one Captain Joseph de la Mar (no this is not a Harlequin romance; that was the man’s actual name). A prospector who hit the proverbial mother lode of gold ore in Idaho, Captain de la Mar returned to the island where once he’d been known as a down-at-the-heels marine wrecker. Although Joseph de la Mar and Nellie Sands may have honestly fallen in love, we can safely assume that he beheld her beauty, and she took full stock of his fifteen million dollars, and they thought of one mind, “It’s a match!”


After Nellie and Joseph married, they bought a mansion in Newport with hopes of finding favor with the Astors and Vanderbilts who disported there. But the local elite shunned the newly rich upstarts. After all, this same elite had become newly rich only a generation or two before; why stir up inconvenient memories? Nellie lacked the requisite cleverness and Joseph was raw from too many years on ships and in mining camps to be acceptable in Newport society. Much was made of the fact that he picked his teeth with a pocket-knife—quel horreur! And he seemed to make no distinction between the off-color jokes appropriate in the barbershop, and those suitable for the drawing rooms of high society. Try as they might, the de la Mars flopped in Rhode Island.
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Europe proved to be a different matter. In their grand apartment overlooking the Bois de Boulogne, the American pair attracted the entire Proustian crowd of aristocrats and literati, who delighted in Nellie and Joseph’s fresh and unpretentious ways. (This scenario was borrowed in an old movie starring Debbie Reynolds and Harve Parnell: The Unsinkable Molly Brown.) Fashionable portrait painters vied to immortalize the unsinkable Nellie on canvas, and by the end of the century, whenever newspapers published features on the most beautiful women of the age, the list ran as follows: The Czarina of Russia, Vera Boardman, Princess Pless, and Nellie Sands de la Mar—sun-kissed and nourished by the soft sea breezes of Cottage City.


Only one fly stuck in the Sands/de la Mar marital ointment: For all of Nellie’s charms, her husband still harbored undying love for another stellar Vineyard damsel, Miss Lillian Norton, a.k.a. the great opera soprano/coloratura Madame Nordica.
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The Lily of the North


LILLIAN NORTON’S ANCESTORS left Martha’s Vineyard in the early 1800s to settle in Farmington, Maine. The future songbird, youngest of six, was born in her family’s picturesque cottage on December 12, 1857. Showmanship ran through her gene pool in the person of her grandfather, John Allen, the most famous Maine revivalist of that time who spewed such fiery rhetoric as, “Come down out of that [skepticism], you ill-begotten, slab-sided, Godforsaken stackpole of Hell! Come down and give your soul to God!” (This and other quotations by way of Ira Glackens’s biography Yankee Diva: Lillian Norton and the Golden Days of Opera, 1963.)


When Lillian was in her teens, her mother divorced Lillian’s father and relocated her brood to the Vineyard. Lillian attended school in West Tisbury. Her summers were given over to local delights—clambakes, hay rides, barn dances. The diva-to-be worked part-time sorting mail in Vineyard Haven. Two themes revolved around Lillian’s young life: her musical talent and the family’s relative poverty. From the age of six the girl could sing. In her teens she thrilled local audiences with solos at the Union Chapel. But even the most naturally exquisite voice needs training if the bearer of that voice wishes to sing professionally. Without instruction, Lillian Norton was destined to croon for local functions, marry, have children, and in her middle years take up directorship of the church choir.


Enter Captain Joseph de la Mar to transform the young songster’s destiny.


In 1871, the nineteen-year-old Lillian met the dashing marine wrecker, fourteen years her senior. They walked the beaches and enjoyed buggy rides down country lanes as Joseph impressed Lillian with tales of derring-do on the high seas. For her part she confided her deep yearnings to study at the Boston Conservatory of Music. The young captain fell madly in love with the talented and earnest young country lass with her soulful, pale face, mass of black hair, and enormous, glittering dark eyes. Did Lillian love Joseph? More than likely she was flattered by his attentions and piqued by the unfamiliar titillations of puppy love, but above all, was loyal to her gift and to the sense of destiny that gift instilled in her.


One day at the end of summer, Captain de la Mar showed up at the Norton home and made an amazing request of Lillian’s mother. He offered to become the girl’s benefactor; he would pay for her studies at the Boston Conservatory. Mrs. Norton was scandalized; it was possible she knew nothing of the attentions this rough-and-tumble seaman had paid to her daughter. The same ruffian qualities in Joseph that in future years would dismay the crème-de-la-crème of Newport dampened the staid Mrs. Norton as well. For all the family’s lack of money, they were descended from one of the Vineyard’s premier families and, before that, the best of English Anglo Saxon stock. This Dutchman with callused hands, clumsy grammar, and questionable livelihood held no appeal for Lillian’s mother.


She responded with an equally outrageous proposal. The Nortons would accept de la Mar’s money for Lillian’s musical training if he in turn promised to stay away from the girl for an indefinite period of time. The besotted young man eagerly agreed, and went off to amass the necessary fortune.


Joseph acquired a wrecking lighter named The Screamer, hired a crew, and sailed to Bermuda to remove marble from a sunken barque. The marble was recovered and sold for a good price. In the rashness of young love, Joseph stiffed his crew of their pay, leaving a slew of lawsuits in his wake. He returned to the island to lay the entire proceeds of the Bermuda expedition at the feet of Lillian’s mother. The stricture against visiting her daughter was still in force, however, and Lillian left for Boston to pursue her musical education. Joseph decided he needed still more money to win over the supercilious Norton matriarch, so he traveled out west in search of a gold mine to call his very own.


Joseph and Lillian would not meet again for twenty years.


After Lillian’s years at the Boston Conservatory, acclaim from her teachers won her an invitation from a renowned opera instructor, San Giovanni of Milan, to continue her studies under his mentorship. As Lillian’s singing flourished, the enraptured teacher dubbed his sublimely gifted student La Giglia Nordica, Lily of the North. In April 1879, La Giglia debuted in La Traviata at Brescia, Italy. She received nine curtain calls. Cadres of fans followed her back to her hotel, where their cries of devotion summoned her out to her balcony, an homage offered to only the rarest of opera stars. Overnight the lovely young Vineyard girl became a diva nonpareil.


During the next three decades, Lillian Norton, a.k.a. La Giglia Nordica, a.k.a. Madame Nordica, toured continuously at the most glittery pinnacles of the opera circuit. Of her many accomplishments, she was the first singer to be heard in the new Trocadero in Paris. She was the first American woman to sing at the Bayreuth Festival at which the great composer Wagner declared her the most accomplished female vocalist ever to sing his scores. La Nordica made repeated appearances at St. Petersburg, the Paris Grand Opera, the Paris Academy of Music, Symphony Hall in London, and at the Met in New York. At the opening of the Boston Opera House she starred in La Gioconda. Before the royal family at Windsor Castle she sang two acts of Lohengrin after which Queen Victoria presented her with a diamond brooch. Music critics extolled the singer’s “liquid purity,” “exceptional range,” and “magnificent power.”




   From Farm Girl to Goddess
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In the early 1890s Lillian paid a rare visit to Martha’s Vineyard. And so, coincidentally—or maybe not so coincidentally—did Captain Joseph de la Mar.


The former marine scavenger by this time had stumbled across his mother lode of gold in Idaho (interestingly, he extracted the precious metal with the same hooks and pulleys and assorted gear he’d used in the marine salvaging business). He now possessed money enough to satisfy the financial requirements of any New England WASP. But whereas Lillian’s vast travels had exposed her to the very best of European culture, polishing her speech, comportment, and personality to a fine finish, Joseph’s adventures had kept him in the rough camps of the mining trade. Nothing had been done to improve his manners; he continued to pick his teeth with a pocketknife.
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It was clear to everyone that Lillian bore a great affection for the old boyfriend who’d endowed her youth with romance, and whose insane generosity had made her career possible. But now he was even less suitable as husband material than he’d been in the idyll of their long-ago summer. Moreover, Lillian’s entourage included a handsome, cultivated actor named Zoltan Dome, many years her junior, also in hot pursuit of her. Throwing her lot to the more cultivated of her two suitors, she sailed away from the island under cover of darkness. Joseph took after the fleeing diva in his own sumptuous yacht, but once he caught up with her she spurned him one last time.


Brokenhearted, Joseph returned to the Vineyard to meet the gorgeous Woman in Red. If the one he wanted was out of reach, he would settle for the most beautiful woman in America.


Those closest to Lillian later reflected that after this final rebuff of Joseph de la Mar, life began to fall apart for her—it was as if Fate had decreed that she marry her first love. Immediately after Lillian’s escape from the island—and from Joseph—her jewels were stolen. She married the effete Zoltan to have him gamble away her savings on misguided Wall Street investments. Her years of stretching her voice up and down the octaves of the soprano and coloratura ranges began to wreak havoc on her vocal chords. Consequently, her performances were far less bravura than they’d once been.


At last, in the spring of 1914, she booked herself on a tour of the South Pacific for what was called in one of her obituaries “a last sad pilgrimage of song.” In Batavia, Java, she caught cold which turned rapidly to pneumonia. As she lay dying in her hotel room, she murmured a wish to her few hangers-on to hear music. A violinist was hired to play in her room.


Her last words were a whisper of deepest pleasure: “Isn’t it beautiful?”


And what became of the marriage of Joseph de la Mar and Nellie Sands, this union born of heartbreak for the one and social climbing for the other? Not surprisingly, the couple divorced after five years. The liaison had yielded one daughter, Alice de la Mar, who died in 1983, cited in her own obituary as the heir of “The Idaho Monte Cristo.” During Nellie and Joseph’s divorce proceedings, one of Mrs. Sands de la Mar’s points of contention was her husband’s “expensive gifts [more than fifty thousand dollars] made to Madame Nordica.”


Little Big Women


AT NAB’S CORNER in Chilmark, in the early 1860s, into a family with four normal-sized children, two exquisite midgets were born—Lucy Palmer Adams in 1861 and Sarah Butler Adams in 1863. Their father was a sea captain, Moses Adams, and their mother, Susan, was his second wife. Lucy and Sarah were normal-sized babies at birth but they grew so imperceptibly as to be recognized as midgets almost from the start. Later in life Lucy griped that the most commonly asked question of her and her sister was “Were you always small?” Did these people think she and Sarah had been downsized by aboriginal headshrinkers? Lucy would answer with a slight sneer, “Oh no, indeed, we used to be large.” (Quotes gathered from the August 1979 issue of the Duke’s County lntelligencer, the Martha’s Vineyard Historical Society’s quarterly journal.)


They enjoyed an idyllic childhood on their family homestead built by ancestor Edliashib (not a name likely to make a comeback) Adams in 1728. At the one-room Chilmark School, the little girls were passed around as precious playthings, all the other girls vying to carry and cuddle them for games of Mommy and Baby. Their dad fashioned shoes for his wee daughters—at the age of four, Sarah’s feet were only two inches long.


A key factor in their upbringing was the strict Methodism that had most of the Vineyard in its thrall in the second half of the nineteenth century. Thus the two midgets destined to be nationally known showgirls started out singing and dancing at church benefits. Their own small congregation on Middle Road incubated their talents, but soon other religious centers all over the island clamored for their gospel beat, including the sailors at Seaman’s Bethel and Marine Hospital in Vineyard Haven. News of two bewitching little girls traveled off Island. They were invited to take part in an operetta inspired by Little Red Riding Hood with a professional group in Plymouth. Lucy won the lead role.


The keys to the kingdom came in the form of Mrs. Tom Thumb, who traveled from Middleboro to Martha’s Vineyard to woo the talented tiny teens. She proposed to sign the both of them to a contract with the General Tom Thumb Company, a traveling group of performing midgets. Lucy and Sarah’s father had died a few years previously, so the decision was up to their mother. Mrs. Susan Adams deplored the idea of her two teeny darlings touring the country with a show business outfit, no matter how diminutive. The little Mrs. Thumb persisted, however, and at last the Adams matriarch gave in, provided her daughters were never obliged to perform on Sundays. For the whole of their long theatrical careers, Lucy and Sarah never violated the sanctity of the Sabbath.




   Guess Who's the Eleven-Year-Old
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   Singing and dancing stars, Lucy and Sarah Adams, midget sisters raised in Chilmark, pose with an unknown Island grade schooler.
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“Does it promote clean, pure thoughts to sit beside a person with very little clothing on?”


The little ladies debuted in New York in 1880. Lucy, nineteen, stood forty-nine inches tall and weighed sixty-five pounds; Sarah, seventeen, always the smaller of the two, stood forty-four inches tall and weighed fifty-one pounds. From the very start they yearned for their talents to outshine what they feared would be their freak appeal. To that end they threw themselves with a vengeance into their training for singing, dancing, and acting, even developing skits for themselves with such names as Little Annie Rooney and Thumbalinissima. Their popularity soared seemingly overnight: Songwriters begged them to showcase new numbers. A new vessel in New York harbor was christened the Lucy and Sarah Adams. As they toured with the General Tom Thumb Company, “The Adams Sisters” lit up marquees all over America.


The girls also performed with the Barnum and Bailey Circus and the Lilliputian Opera Company, though their primary loyalty remained with the Tom Thumb group, with whom they toured for twenty years. After the turn of the twentieth century, Lucy and Sarah booked their own engagements. Their religious roots were pulling them away from the froufrou and greasepaint of the theater; for the second half of their performing careers they limited themselves to appearances at church societies and schools. No more taffeta and bangles; the Adams Sisters were now gospel singers—their talent had become a ministry.


They traveled in the fall and winter, but spring and summer they spent at Nab’s Corner in Chilmark, converting the family homestead into a tearoom, At the Sign of the Spinning Wheel. Along with tea, chocolates, and caramels, guests were treated to a medley of songs from the sisters stationed at the family organ.


On tour in 1930, Sarah fell from a moving vehicle when the car door swung open. She landed on asphalt, bursting a hip artery. The sisters tried to perform another four or five times, but it was no use; Sarah was too disabled to travel any longer.


The previous year they’d inherited from a cousin a Victorian cottage in the Methodist Campground in Oak Bluffs. Often called “dollhouses,” these gingerbread homes marked the perfect venue for the two living dolls. They sold the Chilmark farm and moved for year-round living in the Campground.


Sarah died in December 1938 at the age of seventy-five. Lucy worked off her bereavement by plunging into ever more indefatigable church work. Known to be a small but fiery person, she dealt tongue-lashings to whichever pastor was intemperate enough to veer from Lucy’s sense of Methodist orthodoxy. At the age of ninety-two, she wrote scrappy letters to the paper supporting another letter writer who’d complained about summer visitors clad in scanty apparel. Lucy chimed in, “Does it promote pure, clean thoughts to sit beside a person with very little clothing on?”


Coming from a former showgirl, this was heady stuff.


She’d been more daring in her younger days. In a newspaper interview she said that Sarah was the quiet, sedate sister, whereas “I would chat with anyone who wanted to spend the time.” Lucy was fond of light reading while Sarah pored over the essays of Ralph Waldo Emerson. When they traveled with the Lilliputian Opera Company, Lucy was the only girl who engaged in winter sports with the boys—all of them, of course, miniature in size. Sarah used to scold her sister, saying that, if it weren’t for her influence, Lucy would “go to the dogs.”


Once a male midget who happened to be a European count or baron invited both sisters to lunch. Sarah thought she sniffed alcohol on the little man’s breath and ejected him from their parlor. It turned out to be a whiff of cleaning fluid used earlier to tidy his jacket.


In Lucy’s final years, she attributed her long, healthy life to natural advantages: “I live all alone. Lots of people get to be ninety but not many are as well and as smart as I am.” Her sense of a healthy diet sounds foreign to today’s ears: “I don’t touch vegetables. I eat meat and potato with plenty of gravy.” She also drank three or four glasses of milk every day (we can only surmise that this habit survived her Victorian childhood, when milk must have been pushed on the midgets as a sure way of helping them to grow).


In December 1954 Lucy Adams died two weeks short of her ninety-fourth birthday.


The Victorian cottage that must have seemed like a palace to the little sisters still stands at Fourth and Rock Avenue in the Campground.
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From Harlem Renaissance to Oak Bluffs Pastorale


FOR SEVERAL DECADES she sat on the book that would make her famous.


Dorothy West was born in Boston in 1907. Her father, Isaac West, ran a wholesale fruit company in Haymarket Square. An ex-slave from Virginia, his later success in business earned him the nickname “the Banana King of Boston.”


Dorothy began writing at the age of seven, and won literary awards long before she was old enough to vote. At the age of fourteen she sent a short story to Mademoiselle magazine. The editor rejected it, but opined in passing that the young author possessed the maturity of a forty-year-old. In what Ms. West called her “exuberant youth,” she moved to New York, and in the 1920s joined the black literary royalty known as the Harlem Renaissance—in the company of such writers as Zora Neale Hurston, Langston Hughes, Countee Cullen, and Clark McKay.


Ms. West also acted in her Harlem days, and a role in a play called “Porgy” brought her to London. Shortly thereafter she traveled to Russia to participate in a film about American blacks. She stayed for more than a year, writing, teaching, and working with other filmmakers.


In the 1930s back in the States, Ms. West launched a literary magazine called Challenge. She entered the field of social work in Harlem before joining the Federal Writers Project under the banner of the WPA, all the while writing countless articles for the New York Daily News.


But all of the glamour and travel and professional success was a dress rehearsal for what she would come to consider her real and true life on Martha’s Vineyard.


Starting in the summer of 1908, when baby Dorothy was one year old, the Wests began summering in Oak Bluffs. They arrived in the wake of the original handful of prosperous black families who began buying property on the island. In the 1940s Ms. West gave in to her heart’s desire and moved to the Vineyard full time. She published The Living Is Easy, a semi-autographical novel about her parents’ marriage, in 1948. This book secured her literary reputation for all time.


The writer’s larger dream was to settle into the daily rhythms of nature and community on the Vineyard, from the vantage point of her grey-shingled house on Myrtle Avenue (her section of road has since been renamed in her honor). She began writing for the Vineyard Gazette, and in time her byline crystallized into the Oak Bluffs Column, which over the decades tracked the comings and goings of friends and acquaintances, celebrities, and local notables, anyone who caught the lens of Ms. West’s interest and insight.


Jackie O learned that Dorothy W had over the decades been nursing a second novel.


She also recorded in her columns the seasonal arrivals of backyard avian life, granting a visiting eagle, cardinal, and purple finch their own fifteen minutes of fame. The passing of dogs—her own and others’—attracted particular comment. One August afternoon in 1985 she described the perfect death of blind pianist David Crohan’s golden retriever, Skipper. Long released from service, Skipper had enjoyed the run of the neighborhood, “stopping at this house for a word or two and a biscuit, stopping at another to climb the porch steps and sit awhile with an elder in need of his company.”


Over the course of his last summer, Skipper had been slowing down. One August afternoon, he slowed still more, until at last he lay on the grass, and slipped serenely into a coma. David’s two kids, with three others in tow, made a garland of flowers and placed it on Skipper’s head. Meanwhile David’s wife, Kate, also blind, brought out a tray of fresh-baked blueberry muffins for the children because, as the columnist observed, “The routine of life is often an anchor.”


At the scent of muffins, Skipper’s eyes boinked open. The oldest Crohan child, Stephan, offered the dog his own muffin. Skipper chomped it down. The other children gave over their muffins. The dying golden retriever was for the space of several minutes enfeebled no longer as he glumphed down the treats. Again he closed his eyes, slipping back into a final snooze and full-bellied death.


In the mid-1980s another literate islander, one Jackie Onassis, contacted Dorothy West to enthuse about her weekly column. Jackie O learned that Dorothy W had over the decades been nursing a second novel. As the most famous editor at Doubleday, Ms. Onassis was in a position to reintroduce the elderly author to the larger world.


With some trepidation, Ms. West handed over a long-dormant manuscript. Although she had finished it in the early 1960s, she was aware at the time that the flourishing Black Panther movement, and other annals of African-American militancy, gave her novel an old-fashioned ring. She decided to bide her time until the day might come—and she knew it might never come—when American life settled down enough to welcome The Wedding.


Set in the 1950s on Martha’s Vineyard, The Wedding was published in 1995 to great acclaim. The eighty-eight-year-old author wrote in her dedication: “To the memory of my editor, Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis. Though there was never such a mismatched pair in appearance, we were perfect partners.”


Ms. West’s final Oak Bluffs column appeared in the August 13, 1993, issue of the Vineyard Gazette. She wrote in one of her last missives to her community: “I have lived in various places, but the Island is my yearning place. All my life, whenever I have been abroad, New York, Boston, anywhere, whenever I yearned for home, I yearned for the Island…the home of my heart.”
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Katharine Cornell, Mistress of Chip Chop


DURING THE 1930s, ‘40s, and ‘50s, Katharine Cornell was hailed as the greatest actress of American theater. For those rare hours when she happened not to be treading the boards of Broadway, she lodged in her townhouse on Beekman Place or escaped to her country manse at Sneden’s Landing, New York, with its eighteenth-century French and English antiques, or to her eighteen-acre estate on Martha’s Vineyard, a densely wooded peninsula breasting into Vineyard Sound. There she’d built a rustic main house, two guest cottages, a pool, and a cabana. She named her blessed retreat Chip Chop.


Her low-key style of blending in won the hearts of the islanders. When Vineyarders traveled to see her in a play in Boston or New York, they would find warm welcome backstage in her dressing room. She fed them cookies and caught up on island gossip. At home on Chip Chop, she wore faded blue slacks and an old blue do-rag bandanna. Every day she paddled a canoe into town, docking at Owen Park. She would come ashore, collect her mail, and sit on the curbstone to read it. Next she’d do her marketing and, back at home, much of her own cooking and washing up. At her feet was a constant pack of dachshunds.


But if all this sounds a mite too plain for a celebrity of Ms. Cornell’s stature, the weekends at Chip Chop were livelier and significantly more glamorous. The guest list over the years was almost unbearably illustrious: The Lunts, Helen Keller, Rex Harrison, Noel Coward, Sir Lawrence Olivier, and Vivien Leigh. But wait! There’s more: James Cagney, Pearl Buck, Somerset Maugham, and James Thurber, and so on and so forth. Each illuminato was handed a marking pen and told to scribble something witty on the walls of Ms. Cornell’s guest bathroom. In one of those misguided efforts at remodeling, future owners of Chip Chop gutted the bathroom, along with the rest of the house, without considering that those four walls of famous graffiti would have been well worth preserving—perhaps for the lobby of the Vineyard Playhouse. Ah well….


Many of Ms. Cornell’s weekend guests loved to skinny-dip in her pool. To enhance their privacy, the actress had had the windows removed from the kitchen to keep the staff from stealing a peek at Mr. Maugham’s and Sir Lawrence’s bare buttocks.


One anecdote from Chip Chop days: On a weekend that Lawrence Olivier and Vivien Leigh came to stay, the actress who gave us Scarlet O’Hara found herself in the grip of a crippling depression. Ms. Cornell suggested that she and Ms. Leigh closet themselves in the study to perform the mad scene from “Hamlet.” We can only presume Ms. Leigh played Ophelia and Ms. Cornell, with her greater theatrical range, the prince of Denmark; it’s difficult to picture it the other way around. Afterward, the actresses informed the other guests that they’d turned in the performances of their lifetimes. They had taken the trouble to record the event, but the tape has gone missing these many years. It’s something to look out for at garage sales, along with the lost four walls from the Chip Chop guest bath.
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The Meanest Woman on Martha’s Vineyard


LILLIAN HELLMAN WAS the celebrated author of the plays Little Foxes and The Children’s Hour and the best-selling books Pentimento and Scoundrel Time, about her travails, and those of her companion, mystery writer Dashiell Hammett, at the hands of Senator Joe McCarthy and the House Un-American Activities Committee. The most famous line she delivered to the Committee was “I cannot and will not cut my conscience to fit this year’s fashions.”


In 1955 she and Mr. Hammett bought the Mill House in West Chop, the long-ago dwelling of Molly Merry, daughter of Captain Timothy Chase, who fought in the Revolution. Legend had it that Ms. Merry lent money, charging high interest, and hid her loot in pudding bags under the stairs. The mill portion of the house was built in 1812, and was later moved to Edgartown, then back to Tisbury, once along Spring Street, and on to Manter Hill, after which, in 1883, a General Carrey bought it and moved it once again to attach it to the original Merry house.


When Ms. Hellman and Mr. Hammett first bought the property, it had three wings and four staircases. Newly arrived guests got lost in the maze of rooms, and their hosts would joke that a search party must be organized. It was called a cheerful house for a writer of cheerless plays. Much of the furniture came from Ms. Hellman’s theatrical sets. After Mr. Hammett died in 1961, she sold the Mill House and moved to a smaller, beautiful white house with green trim down below on the beach.




   Lillian Hellman in a (for Her) Good Mood
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To know Lillian Hellman was to find oneself confronted with an incurable crabapple. In the last years of her life, a roster of physical ailments left her in a great deal of pain, which only exacerbated her tendency to inflict pain herself. Vineyarders passing the author on the sidewalk saw her shuffling along behind a walker, a cigarette dangling from the corner of her mouth as she barked orders at whatever poor nurse tagged along at her side. The director of a nursing agency once told me Ms. Hellman churned through two or three helpers a week, all of whom quit in disgust.


Once at the long-ago Helio’s Restaurant on State Road in Vineyard Haven, Ms. Hellman stopped in to have lunch. The waitress assigned to her table was pulled aside by another more knowledgeable waitress (who later confided the tale to me):


“You have a celebrity in your section—that’s Lillian Hellman!”


“Really?” cried the waitress before dashing off to gush to her customer, “Miss Hellman, I just love your mayonnaise!”


The writer shot the girl a withering glare.


I had my own brush with the cantankerous lady: In the spring of 1982 my then-husband Marty bought from Red Barn Antiques two of Lillian Hellman’s canary yellow wing chairs, priced at five hundred dollars apiece. Proprietors Bruce and Brandy, delightful fellows keen on having everyone socialize and be happy, told us about a subsequent conversation they had with Ms. Hellman when they suggested that she might enjoy meeting the man who’d bought her chairs.


“He lives right across the Chop from you, Lillian.” They brought her out to her sunroom to stare over the water. “He’s a writer, too.”


Suspicious, she asked, “What has he written?”


Bruce and Brandy rattled off Marty’s television credentials: The Odd Couple, Happy Days, Laverne and Shirley, Chico and the Man.


She turned her beady stare to the two antiques dealers. “If he wants to meet me, he can meet me.” She added with a sneer, “But it’s going to cost him another thou.”


At her funeral, novelist William Styron said he and Lillian fought all the time, and not about politics or philosophy, but over such details as whether a Smithfield ham should be served hot or cold. And speaking of her last rites, one of the men from the undertaker’s later told us that when they set to work in the cemetery at Chilmark digging Ms. Hellman’s grave, his equipment clanged against a boulder-sized rock, and he muttered, “Just like her!”
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Jacqueline (Rhymes with Queen) Kennedy Onassis


FOR ALL OF US who’ve shared Vineyard soil, if only for a few seconds, with our most ridiculously famous summer resident of all time, three essential elements come to mind: Her gorgeous face with the chiseled cheeks and jaw and wide-set hazel eyes, her massive 375-acre estate in Aquinnah (which, as we’ll see, was never quite enough for her), and her ferocious need for privacy.


About her face, there is nothing new to add. Unless we were born in the past few years and do not as yet even know who the Beatles were, all of us have seen that puss—in magazines, newspapers, and books—perhaps ten thousand times more than was necessary to imprint us with her features.


For Vineyarders, Jackie O’s face—rarely glimpsed, but now and again viewed on town streets as she went about her business in her favorite island gear of jeans, tee shirt, and blue and white do-rag—meant only one thing: Pretend you don’t see her. We were so protective of her privacy that even today, years after her death in May 1994, you cannot torture information out of the people who serviced her summer needs: Did she order anything interesting from the Chilmark Store or did she send her maid to the less expensive up-island Cronig’s? How often did she obtain pedicures and what was her favorite color of polish? Did she ever rent videos? Which ones? Even posthumously no one’s talking (well, one person revealed a few juicy tidbits, and we’ll get to that in short order).


In her will she requested that all her benefactees, especially her two grown children, John Jr. and Caroline, continue to respect her privacy.


So what was she protecting? I think we can all rest assured that the former first lady had no shady habits other than the thoroughly un-titillating gossip that her septuagenarian boyfriend, businessman Maurice Templesman, while he had an adjoining bedroom of his own in Mrs. Onassis’s big house on the island, also occasionally shared the bed of his hostess. No Pamela Anderson/Tommy Lee-style pornographic video has ever surfaced to document this fact, and if such footage existed it’s doubtful that many people would be keen to view it. But still, leaked information from a member of her staff long ago assured us that JFK’s widow had a perfectly normal love life.


Somehow we intrinsically knew that Jackie’s yen for privacy was a natural reaction shared by all but the most extroverted among us. You take a retiring personality and make her unimaginably famous to the point where people trail her into restrooms, sneak on to her property day and night, foist upon her inane chatter anytime she appears in public, and try to catch her bikini-clad in the crosshairs of a telescopic lens, and almost any of us would head for the hills in similar fashion.


And she had those hills—all 375 acres of them. You would think that a tract of ocean-side land large enough to contain the capital of a small Balkan country would provide enough breathing space for a single one-hundred-ten-pound woman.


Nope.


In the early 1980s, shortly after Jackie O acquired the property, a television director and his wife found a three-acre parcel of land in the eastern reaches of Chilmark. When they returned to the real estate office to sign the purchase and sales agreement, their agent picked up the phone to find Mrs. Onassis’s attorney on the line. The chain of events had happened faster than the Hollywood couple could sign on the dotted line: Jackie’s caretaker, Albert Fisher, had noticed the broker and the couple patrolling their coveted parcel, and he relayed the news immediately to his employer. His sighting of them proved they in turn might enjoy all too much visual access to her. Mrs. O promptly phoned her lawyer and authorized him to enact the following two-part transaction:


(1) Buy the couple land with a home already on it, paid in full, in any other location.


(2) Purchase the adjoining Aquinnah parcel for Herself ASAP.


Another time that Mrs. Onassis’s privacy seemed to her to be in jeopardy occurred when she realized her nearly four hundred acres engulfed an acre and a half of beachfront property that for years had belonged to an extended Wampanoag family. For centuries—make that millennia—tribal members had wandered down from the hills to swim, fish, and stroll on the beaches without stopping for a minute to concern themselves with access rights and legal trails. This particular Wampanoag family had never been barred from tromping across someone else’s land to arrive on their own deeded beach. Now Jackie O, having settled into her newly built house with its commanding view of the Atlantic Ocean, was horrified to realize that at any given time locals would be picking their way helter-skelter—without even taking the time to establish a specific path—across her property. Once again she flew into action. She authorized her lawyer to offer the tribal unit a lump sum to purchase another beach somewhere else.
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