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TIMELINE


	
1854: January 9, Jennie Jerome is born in Brooklyn, New York City
September 21, Sara Ann Delano is born in Newburgh, New York



	
1861–1865: American Civil War

	
1862–1865: Delano family lives in Hong Kong

	
1866–1868: Delano family lives in Paris

	
1867–1870: Jerome family settles in Paris

	
1867: Exposition Universelle opens in Paris

	
1870: Franco-Prussian War
Delano family returns to the U.S.

Jerome family moves to England



	
1874: April 15, Jennie marries Lord Randolph Churchill in Paris
November 30, birth of Winston Spencer Churchill at Blenheim Palace



	
1876–1880: Jennie lives in Ireland

	
1880: February 4, birth of John Strange Spencer-Churchill
October 7, Sara marries James Roosevelt



	
1882: January 30, birth of Franklin Delano Roosevelt

	
1886: Lord Randolph resigns from the Conservative cabinet

	
1895: January 24, death of Lord Randolph Churchill

	
1899: Jennie publishes Anglo-Saxon Review, vol. 1
December: Jennie sails to South Africa on hospital ship Maine



	
1899–1902: South African war

	
1900: Sara temporarily moves to Boston while Franklin is at Harvard
July 28, Jennie marries George Cornwallis-West

Winston Churchill is elected Conservative MP

December 8, death of James Roosevelt



	
1904: Winston defects to Liberals, appointed to cabinet by Prime Minister Herbert Asquith

	
1905: March 17, Franklin marries his cousin Eleanor Roosevelt

	
1906: Sara commissions adjoining homes on East Sixty-Fifth Street, New York City
Winston publishes two-volume biography of his father, Lord Randolph Churchill



	
1908: Franklin joins a prestigious Wall Street law firm
Winston joins Liberal cabinet, under Prime Minister Asquith

September 12, Winston marries Clementine Hozier

Jennie publishes Reminiscences of Lady Randolph Churchill



	
1910: Sara helps finance Franklin’s successful bid for a seat in the New York state senate

	
1912: Jennie and George Cornwallis-West separate

	
1913: Franklin becomes assistant secretary of the U.S. Navy

	
1914–1918: First World War
Winston oversees the Gallipoli campaign, then serves on Western Front



	
1918: June 1, Jennie marries Montagu Phippen Porch
July, disappointing first encounter in London between Franklin (then assistant secretary of the navy) and Winston (minister of munitions)

Sara deals with crisis in her son’s marriage after Eleanor Roosevelt discovers Franklin’s relationship with Lucy Mercer



	
1920: Sara helps finance Franklin’s vice presidential campaign when he loses Cox-Roosevelt ticket

	
1921: June 29, Jennie Jerome Churchill’s death, at age sixty-seven
August, Franklin is afflicted by polio; Sara hopes he will leave politics



	
1928: Sara helps finance Franklin’s successful election as governor of New York

	
1932: Franklin becomes U.S. president and promises a New Deal

	
1936: President Roosevelt is reelected for a second term in a landslide victory

	
1939: Sara entertains King George VI at Hyde Park
September, secret correspondence between FDR and Winston Churchill begins (1,700 letters and telegrams)



	
1940: Franklin is elected for an unprecedented third term as president
Winston becomes prime minister of Great Britain (aged sixty-six)



	
1941: August, Franklin and Winston meet secretly off Newfoundland and draft the Atlantic Charter
September 7, Sara’s death, at age eighty-six

December 8, Franklin declares war on Japan after Pearl Harbor



	
1944: President Roosevelt reelected for a fourth term

	
1945: Franklin Roosevelt’s death, at age sixty-three

	
1965: Winston Churchill’s death, at age ninety-one








A NOTE ON MONETARY VALUES

I have quoted all amounts in the currency and value of the day. In some instances, I have included their value today in order to give the reader a sense of how large some of these sums were, even back then; both Jennie and Sara were born into the very wealthiest level of American society. For these calculations I have used the reliable website measuringworth.com/index.php.

However, while a monetary transaction can be converted into today’s dollars or pounds allowing strictly for inflation, its worth at the time may differ dramatically from its worth today. The value of land, houses, and wages has risen by more than a simple inflation calculation would suggest, whereas the cost of manufactured goods has declined relative to inflation.






PREFACE [image: ] The Pageantry of Power 1867


Throughout the summer of 1867, the royal carriage clattered regularly along the Champs-Élysées, the imperial crest on its lacquered doors glinting in the Parisian sunlight. The outriders and postilions in green and gold liveries were as impeccable as the four chestnut horses that drew the vehicle. Bystanders stopped to admire the stylish figure sitting in the carriage, her little riding hat set at a jaunty angle and her billowing silk skirts covering the entire width of the seat.

The Empress Eugénie, Spanish-born wife of Emperor Napoleon III, was the celebrity of her century. Her glittering jewelry collection, including cascades of diamonds, and her wardrobe of three hundred gorgeous gowns, in silk, satin, brocade, or lace, dictated fashion across two continents.

Among those who watched with awe as the carriage rattled over the cobbles were two savvy young American girls. Neither would ever forget Eugénie’s allure. Thirteen-year-old Jennie Jerome, later to become Lady Randolph Churchill and mother of Winston Churchill, would describe Eugénie as “the handsomest woman in Europe.” Sara Delano, the future Mrs. James Roosevelt and mother of Franklin Delano Roosevelt, was a few months younger than Jennie, and she too gazed at the carriage, “breathless with admiration.” For these two girls, Empress Eugénie’s public image epitomized the elegance of France’s Second Empire, captured in Winterhalter’s flattering portraits and the lighthearted operettas of Offenbach.

The large Delano family, including solemn Sara, with her thick brown hair pulled off her wide forehead, was staying in a grand mansion off the Avenue de l’Impératrice (now the Avenue Foch). Pert, dark-eyed little Jennie was staying with her mother and two sisters not far away, in a spacious apartment on Boulevard Malesherbes. They were part of the extensive American colony that had settled in the most glamorous city in the world. Maybe London ruled a larger empire, perhaps New York boasted more raw vigor. Neither of those cities could compete with Parisian sophistication.

There were many other wealthy expatriates in the French capital that year because the emperor had decided to stage an Exposition Universelle (the second in French history) to promote the glory of the Second Empire and showcase French industrial innovations, artistic talents, and natural resources. This international show of chest-thumping patriotism was Napoleon III’s response to the challenge of the 1851 Great Exhibition and the 1862 International Exhibition mounted in London by France’s great rival Britain. Seven million visitors had arrived to admire the exhibits in the Grand Palais, and to explore a city radically modernized within the previous decade. On her almost daily excursions down the Champs-Élysées, the Empress Eugénie was deliberately playing to an international audience.

Both girls probably assumed that Eugénie, the beautiful influencer, was doing exactly what was expected of a well-born wife, who could have no official role on her own account. She was being an agreeable asset to her husband. They were still too naive to recognize that many of the women in this period (especially from their own privileged class) played far larger roles than was suggested by the nineteenth-century stereotype of a woman’s “natural sphere,” as daughter, wife, mother, housekeeper, and submissive helpmeet.

Yet the empress’s beauty and elegance had an extra layer—the glimmer of political power, thanks to her sway over her husband, who had ruled France for the past fifteen years. The ruthless Prussian statesman Otto von Bismarck would later call Eugénie “the only man in Paris.” Those close to her knew that her husband was guided by her instincts, her arguments. She was proof that, within the constraints of a woman’s role in a fiercely patriarchal society, it was possible to exercise one’s intelligence and shape one’s world.

Since their families knew each other, did the girls ever compare notes on this glitzy figure? Perhaps. There is no record that Sara and Jennie ever met, although their families moved in the same circles. But had they done so they would have agreed that Empress Eugénie was a fascinating woman. They were unlikely to agree on much else.

Jennie Jerome was captivated by the glorious pageantry of the spectacle, because Jennie knew the value of a first-rate performance. Sara Delano would have admired the demeanor of a woman who embodied imperial majesty; Sara understood life in terms of duty. In the future, Jennie would use her charisma to secure her own choices; Sara would shape her destiny through control of her wealth.

There was another parallel in their lives, besides the coincidence of birth and circumstance, and those assumptions about women’s roles that they both inherited. One day, each would become the mother of a man of far greater historical consequence than Napoleon III. Their approaches to parenthood were as different as their personalities, yet each developed an unusually intense bond with her son. The examples of resilience, acumen, and loyalty that Jennie and Sara set, the initiatives they took, the impressive support that they provided, and the networks they built, helped mold their sons’ characters and careers. Winston Churchill and Franklin Roosevelt adored their mothers and described them as central figures in their lives. The high-level friendship that would develop between the two statesmen reflected patterns of behavior they had learned as children.



I decided to write about these two figures because I’m fascinated by the way that, whatever the restrictions on their lives, women have made choices and shaped the space available to their own purposes. Neither Jennie Jerome Churchill nor Sara Delano Roosevelt would have considered herself a powerful actor in the patriarchal society in which she lived, where financial and political power belonged to men and women were assessed almost entirely through the male gaze. At the same time, neither of these strong-willed women ever considered herself marginal to the society in which she flourished. Because they moved in such privileged circles, both had access to the leading lights of their time in politics and society—and both would use that access. Their forceful personalities and dramatic experiences were in themselves enough to catch my interest.

Sara and Jennie are such delicious opposites—one so relentlessly old-fashioned, the other so daringly nontraditional. Raised with similar values, they made dissimilar decisions as they transitioned from daughters to young wives, to mothers and then to early widowhood. With that, and the fame of their sons, they seemed a natural for a double biography. We may see them as trapped in ridiculous assumptions about women’s roles, but that is not how they saw themselves. I wanted to approach each woman through her eyes and words in the moment, using many direct quotations from them so a reader can see the drama of the choices facing them. Twinning the biographies illustrates that women in uber-patriarchal societies could acquire agency through both conventional and unconventional behavior—particularly if they were as forceful as these two were. Their ambitious sons were lucky to have such formidable mothers.

There was a second reason to write about these two women. Their reputations, so different within their lifetimes, have both suffered since their deaths. The influence of each on her son has been minimized; both women have been shoehorned into harmful stereotypes. They (and particularly Sara) have rarely been portrayed in a sympathetic light since their deaths; in fact, their sons’ biographers often disparage them—it is as though the Great Men of History must spring, like Athena, fully formed from the head of Zeus, without tiresome interventions from their mothers.

Yet their sons both acknowledged their mothers as key figures in their own lives. Winston Churchill and Franklin Roosevelt clung to the memories of their parents. I wanted to strip away some of the harsher judgments that have been imposed on them since their deaths. I wanted to find the living, breathing human beings under the layers of criticism that historians have lacquered on.

But back to that sunny afternoon in 1867, as two young girls watched an empress ride by. Sara Delano Roosevelt and Jennie Jerome Churchill deserve more than walk-on parts in their sons’ biographies. There were bewildering changes in their own lifetimes—a great span of history stretching from the early days of the Industrial Revolution through savage depressions and an era of global war. Thanks in part to the extraordinary confidence each imparted, their sons would help shape the new world. But these women had their own stories, and Winston Churchill and Franklin Roosevelt are only part of it.







PART 1 ◆ A GILDED START








CHAPTER 1 [image: ] Jerome Flings and Flash1854–1867


Horse-drawn vehicles were everywhere in Manhattan in the 1850s—carts, carriages, wagons, phaetons. Archival photos of the city capture neither the noise of their jangling harnesses and clattering hooves—the soundtrack of the city—nor the stench of fly-covered horse droppings. Even more alarming was the clatter of a four-in-hand coach hurtling at full tilt down the middle of the newly developed Fifth Avenue. Shocked pedestrians scrambled to get out of the way, then scowled at the flamboyant speedster in a bright green coat as he cracked his whip.

Clutching the arm of the reckless driver was often a gleeful little girl: Jennie Jerome. The middle of Leonard Jerome’s three daughters, she was her father’s favorite and “tiny mite that I was, I… occupied the seat of honor next to him.”1 The horses were trained to rear and prance, and Jennie reveled in the daredevilry as they took corners too fast. She blithely put her faith in her father’s horsemanship. Leonard Jerome, part owner of the New York Times, had a citywide reputation as a risk-taking financier who rode the fluctuations of the stock market the way he drove his carriage—with dangerous bravado.

Jennie Jerome would spend most of her first thirteen years in New York City, as America’s industrial era tipped toward the Gilded Age. The phrase “Gilded Age,” which came into popular use some fifty years later, was taken from the title of a novel by Mark Twain and Charles Dudley Warner that described an era of devastating social problems masked by a thin layer of gilt. The Jerome household was entrenched within that creamy gold super-rich crust. Jennie’s father was nicknamed “The King of Wall Street.” Jennie grew up in a world of lavish mansions, linen tablecloths, and uniformed servants. It was also a world riddled with assumptions about class, race, and gender that make most people today cringe.

Jennie would devote only four pages in her memoirs to her formative years (she was born in Brooklyn), but two themes emerge. First, she was a happy-go-lucky little girl who adored her father. His extraordinary energy and stylish charisma set the mold for most of the men to whom she was attracted as an adult. He instilled in her a passion for horses, and she strove to impress him with her riding skills.

Second, it was her mother, Clara, not her father, who made the key decisions about how Jennie, her elder sister, Clara, and her younger sister, Leonie, would be raised. Leonard Jerome is such a colorful figure that he takes up a lot of oxygen in Jennie’s story and has obscured the considerable influence of his more reticent wife. Clara Jerome appears to have been a less conventional, more subtly assertive woman than she is usually given credit for. It was Clara who ensured that Jennie, who was gloriously attractive, would combine American self-possession with European sophistication, and be well educated and accomplished. And it was Clara who ensured that, as Jennie and her sisters matured, they were kept well clear of their father’s raffish world.


II

Clara Hall was a shy, dark-haired twenty-four-year-old when she met Leonard Jerome in Rochester, New York. Clarissa, as she was then known, and her two older sisters, Catherine and Caroline, were the daughters of a wealthy landowner and prominent member of the New York State Assembly, but they had been orphaned as children. A pair of elderly aunts raised them in the small town of Palmyra, in upper New York State, then moved them to Rochester, a thriving industrial city on the shore of Lake Ontario. There, Catherine Hall married Lawrence Jerome, Leonard’s younger brother.

The Halls had what was then considered a gold standard pedigree: the family was descended from at least two of the passengers on the Mayflower’s 1620 voyage, John Cooke and Richard Warren. Catherine, Caroline, and Clara, as she chose to rename herself, were among the most marriageable young women in Rochester’s stuffy upper class; they were wealthy and demonstrated exquisite taste in fashion and furnishings. But Clara, an oval-faced beauty, was said by relatives to be unpredictable; one minute she would be a charming flirt, the next minute she would withdraw into a dark mood. Her choice of partner took her contemporaries by surprise. Leonard Jerome, eight years older than Clara, was tall and good-looking, with a walrus mustache and a loud laugh, but he was her social inferior. He and his brother were remembered by a Rochester socialite as “screamingly funny… very popular with the ladies owing to the dashing manner in which they rode high-spirited horses.”2 This was not necessarily a recommendation.

Perhaps Clara knew that she would never be satisfied by staid quadrilles in mahogany-paneled drawing rooms, far from brighter lights elsewhere. If so, she must have seen Leonard’s large-hearted, noisy personality as her way out. She was mesmerized by Leonard’s high spirits. One day, on an expedition to Niagara Falls, thirty-one-year-old Leonard led her away from the rest of the party, then leaned dangerously over the cascading water and shouted, “I won’t come back till you’ve promised to marry me! Look! I’m falling! I’m falling!” Clara gasped in horror, then cried, “I will!”3 The couple was married on July 5, 1849.

There was more to the Jerome marriage than legal ties. By mutual agreement, the marriage would survive challenges that would shipwreck most alliances. They shared the conventional Victorian assumptions about rigidly gendered roles—Leonard should be the breadwinner, Clara should defer to him while she raised their children. Although Leonard was frequently unfaithful to Clara, throughout their marriage he wrote fond letters to “Clarita” and always took charge in a crisis. They would never risk the stigma of divorce.

So Clara Jerome ignored her husband’s wilder behavior and turned a blind eye to his infidelities. However, it seems that soft-voiced Clara had a hidden strength of character that ensured her husband’s respect. She saw through the hypocrisy of the age in which they lived. She never challenged the privileges accorded to men that women could never enjoy, but she recognized them and quietly worked her way around them to ensure her own comfort. She took steps to ensure her financial security, at a time when a married woman was assumed to be her husband’s dependent.

In 1848, New York had followed the example of several other states and granted women the right to own and control their own property, long before such rights were granted in Europe. The following year, Leonard settled a million dollars—at least $33 million today—on Clara. Was this at Clara’s insistence, to protect the capital she had brought into the marriage and Leonard had used to seed his fortune? Perhaps. It was a smart move, since it shielded her and their daughters from his boom-or-bust speculations. Being a man of extravagant gestures, Leonard also presented his wife with a magnificent diamond necklace.

The Jerome marriage would be a model for their daughters, who grew up expecting wedding vows to last a lifetime and men to make extravagant gestures. They noted their mother’s financial autonomy, but unfortunately, they also absorbed their father’s breezy insouciance about money. Jennie would never appreciate the huge costs of a luxurious lifestyle. Neither she nor her two sisters would marry men who offered either magnificent diamonds or financial stability, but they all assumed that a Leonard Jerome would always be in the background, ready to swoop in to pay bills or help them in an emergency. Jennie’s mother passed on to them, and particularly to her middle daughter, a quiet strength in the face of disaster.

Above all, Clara understood the male ego and how to succeed in a world run by men. She instructed her daughters, “Never scold a man, my dears. If you do, he will only go where he is not scolded.”4 She set them an example of how to secure an unusual degree of independence within a marriage.




III

Clara Jerome had correctly anticipated that Leonard, with his warmth and reckless exuberance, would take her places.

Jennie’s father came from respectable but threadbare origins. He grew up in an austere, God-fearing farming family of eleven, in a faded clapboard farmhouse outside Syracuse. Thanks to the generosity of an uncle and an elder brother, he attended Princeton University, but he was suspended after sabotaging test tubes so that they exploded in a chemistry class. He was short on means (he had to switch to the less expensive Union College, in Schenectady, New York) but never of ambition. After training as a lawyer in the same uncle’s Rochester law office, he and his brother Lawrence purchased a local paper, the Daily American, with funds from Catherine Hall, Lawrence’s wife. In addition to tripling the paper’s circulation, Leonard championed Republican campaigns to abolish slavery, build libraries, and provide free education.

Rochester was too small a pond for the Jerome brothers, so, after Leonard married Clara, they sold the Daily American and moved to Brooklyn, then an independent city of 120,000 only a ferry ride from Wall Street. Leonard was eager to plunge into the macho financial markets of Wall Street and invest in all the new economic ventures spawned by the Industrial Revolution: the steel mills, railroads, oil refineries, factories, and steamships that were making sharp-elbowed speculators rich. Mid-century Manhattan was the perfect environment for an entrepreneur with the brains and drive of Leonard Jerome. Each morning he and another brother, Addison, would catch the ferry across the East River to the Lower Manhattan office from which they ran their brokerage business.

Clara took her time to settle into the new life, and rarely took the ferry to Manhattan. But she began to track the social habits of Manhattan’s elite. She shared the aspirations of most wealthy men’s wives in the nineteenth century—dressing well, living well, and hoping to rise above her origins. By the time her first daughter was born, in 1851, the Jeromes could afford several household staff members as well as a nursemaid.

The newfound affluence of families like the Jeromes rested on top of a subterranean world of poverty. Within a stone’s throw of their handsome four-story Brooklyn brownstone lived the teeming masses who underwrote all that Manhattan wealth. Thousands of immigrants poured into the city. According to the state census of 1845, just over one in three New Yorkers was foreign-born; by 1865, the proportion had risen to almost half. In the Irish tenements on the west side, in Kleindeutschland on the Lower East Side, and within the Jewish and Italian slums to either side of the Bowery, living conditions were often appalling. Immigrants were crammed into overcrowded tenements that lacked heat, ventilation, and adequate sanitary facilities. Whole families lived together in the dim light and endured the fetid smells of single rooms. Typhus and diphtheria were rife; in 1865, smallpox alone killed more than six hundred New Yorkers.

Meanwhile, the city sucked ever more activity into its core. Railroads snaked up the island of Manhattan itself, spreading soot, ash, and noise. Pavements were laid down, dug up, rerouted; tunnels, reservoirs, and sewers were installed to provide cleaner water; the noise was incessant, the dust stifling. New York City was already the largest metropolis in America, with its economic, commercial, and cultural supremacy unchallenged. Unfettered capitalism allowed a handful of men (always men) to make vast fortunes; a few hundred grew very, very wealthy. Leonard Jerome could see opportunities everywhere.

Clara must have felt that her dreams were coming true when, soon after their arrival in Brooklyn, the Republican administration in Washington plucked her husband out of Wall Street and appointed him American consul in Trieste, as a reward for using the Daily American as a Republican platform. The cosmopolitan Austro-Hungarian seaport, squeezed between Italy and the Austrian Empire in the northeast corner of the Adriatic Sea, was a mecca for music and literary arts. Welcomed everywhere thanks to her husband’s prestigious position, Clara became a fervent Europhile, reveling in white-tie-and-tails dinners, diplomatic receptions, and the frothy Parisian fashions worn by the city’s elite.

But after six months, Leonard Jerome had had enough of the froth. He grew tired of Trieste’s endless parades of aristocrats who “spoke more languages than I, but none paid for their own education, and surely it is more important to think clearly in one idiom than to chatter in five.”5 He craved the financial jungle of Wall Street and the chance to make a fortune. By 1853 Clara and her family were back in Brooklyn, sharing a house with Addison Jerome at 8 Amity Street. Clara would recall that her husband “did not wait to unpack before he plunged. Every dollar he had not settled on me was in constant use on the market.”6

Jennie’s father now embarked on his swashbuckling career of making and losing fortunes, usually through speculation and shorting stocks. During the day he and his brother followed stock trades in all the emerging industries; in the evenings, he became known as a master of repartee at lively stag dinners. A contemporary recorded that in this fast-paced, tough milieu, he thrived. “I never knew him to take a drink in a bar or public place, yet he belonged to the city with all its garish brilliance. No man ever became more completely a New Yorker.”7

Money was not the only driving force in Leonard Jerome’s life. Musical from childhood, he adored opera. Sometimes he worshipped the divas from afar; other times, he took talented young women under his wing and helped promote their careers. The youngest and most beautiful were more than professional protégées, and were said to adore their dashing and generous Svengali. Clara ignored her husband’s affairs.

Leonard’s careless presumptions about women were evident when his second daughter was born, on January 9, 1854. Leonard promptly announced that she should be named after his latest passion—the superstar soprano Jenny Lind, the “Swedish nightingale.” “Jennie?” exclaimed his wife. “Just Jennie? It’s an impossible name.” But as usual, Leonard Jerome got his way, and the daughter who would prove most like him in character was named after a celebrity performer.8

Clara gave birth to two more daughters after Jennie: Camille, who died in early childhood, and Leonie, in 1859. At the same time, she was busy navigating Manhattan’s social scene. From the late 1850s, she took her daughters each summer to Newport, Rhode Island, a small seaside town on the brink of becoming fashionable thanks to families like the Astors and the Vanderbilts. It was the right place to be, although Clara was not yet courting important friends. Jennie’s memories of Newport were simple: “We were allowed to run wild and be as grubby and happy as children ought to be.”9 Her father would appear for weekends, often with one of his glamorous young protégées in tow. Jennie trotted around the Rhode Island resort in a dogcart, given to her by one of her father’s girlfriends and pulled by two donkeys named Willie and Wooshey.

Although most schools and colleges were exclusively male, wealthy Americans did not consider educating girls a waste of money. Educational activists were starting to establish educational institutions for women—Vassar College in 1861, Wellesley College in 1870, Smith College in 1871, among others. In common with most well-heeled matriarchs, Clara Jerome had no intention of letting her daughters become overeducated (and perhaps unmarriageable) bluestockings, but she did not want them to be ignorant, either. Private tutors ensured that well-born girls were well-read, while the Jeromes’ regular trips to Europe instilled respect for classical traditions, Renaissance art, and foreign languages.

The girls attended a small private school that took academic studies seriously. From a young age, they took piano lessons and their mother oversaw their practice sessions rigorously. By the time they reached adolescence, Clara and Jennie were already approaching concert pianist levels. This was a skill much valued in the best drawing rooms.

Jennie’s mentions of her education are fleeting. She recalls being taken by her father to opera matinees “to improve our minds.” She was always a voracious reader. In a leatherbound volume she owned that is now in the Churchill Archives in Cambridge, there is a handwritten catalogue of the books that Jennie bequeathed to a descendant: the Dialogues of Plato; Montaigne’s essays; the complete works of De Quincey and of William Makepeace Thackeray; many volumes of history, including those by Agnes Strickland; plus novels by Walter Scott, Tolstoy, Jane Austen, and several French authors; plus poetry by Yeats and Byron.10

Clara also raised her daughters to be as fashion-conscious as she was herself. An early photo reveals three well-groomed girls with carefully coiled ringlets, wearing versions of stylish adult gowns. Little Clara and Leonie, with fair hair and bland expressions, are only ordinarily pretty. Jennie, who was perhaps seven at the time, already dominates the threesome, with her glossy black curls, huge dark eyes, and impudent expression as she leans into the camera.11 In the opinion of Elinor Glyn, a British author of risqué bestsellers in the early 1900s, “The American woman is unquestionably the most beautiful, the best-dressed, best-turned-out and consequently the most attractive of all women.” Clara ensured that Jennie Jerome fit the description.




IV

One of the few anecdotes Jennie told about her childhood is about weekly dancing classes during the Civil War years, where “every little Southerner I met at dancing classes was a ‘wicked rebel,’ to be pinched if possible.”12

Jennie was six years old in 1860 when Abraham Lincoln, who opposed the expansion of slavery, was elected U.S. president. The following year, the Southern states split from their Northern neighbors and formed the Confederacy so they could continue their vicious practice of slavery—a practice that allowed slaveholders to justify owning, controlling, torturing, lynching, raping, and often killing human beings. For the next four years, a ferocious war raged as the young Republic came close to tearing itself apart. By the time the last Confederate fighter surrendered, President Lincoln had been assassinated and there had been over a million casualties, including as many as 750,000 deaths. The Thirteenth Amendment had been added to the Constitution, outlawing slavery and emancipating the four million African Americans who had been enslaved. But this was only one step in the Black struggle for true equality—a struggle that Black activists had already been fighting for decades. Freed Black peoples’ status in the postwar South remained precarious as their legal rights were ignored and racist organizations such as the Ku Klux Klan emerged.

There were many vociferous supporters for the abolition of slavery in New York, including William Lloyd Garrison. The city already had a large population of free African Americans and many more would arrive from the South after the war ended. Concentrated in low-paid jobs, many were employed by wealthy families—the Jeromes had a Black nursemaid called Dobby for years. Yet the brutal battles of the Civil War or debates about how to achieve true equality for Black people barely touched everyday life for much of the New York elite. Moreover, Leonard Jerome had no fear of being conscripted. A Northern plutocrat could avoid the draft by paying a $300 commutation fee (about $9,630 today) or bribing a poor man to go in his place. Soon it was widely believed that the Civil War had become a “rich man’s war and a poor man’s fight.” While thousands of soldiers were killed or wounded at Bull Run and Harpers Ferry and Gettysburg, the hostilities made men like Jennie’s father rich.

In 1860, the year before war broke out, Leonard Jerome had purchased a large block of shares in the New York Times and was soon in cahoots with the financial editor. The Times threw its support behind President Lincoln and his Republican administration. Leonard proved his personal support for the Union side with a check for $35,000 (over $1 million today)13 toward a ship to catch Southern blockade runners, plus generous contributions toward care of the wounded. At the same time, thanks to its excellent sources within the administration, the paper made itself indispensable to the serious reader with its cool analysis of economic and political issues. Leonard now had a platform for his market tips, and reporters from other papers and speculators hung on his recommendations, especially for various railway schemes. During the Civil War, the newspaper’s circulation increased enormously, and Jerome was soon reputed to be worth $10 million—a fabulous sum back then, and equivalent to over $300 million dollars today.

Leonard Jerome’s success mirrored the expansionary boldness of his country. While the Civil War would leave the South’s economy in shambles, the North was becoming the world’s industrial powerhouse. Higher tariffs to protect domestic industries, government subsidies for railroads, and land grants for settlers profoundly shaped the development of the American economy for the rest of the century. Railroad mileage doubled between 1865 and 1873, and increased by a further 50 percent by 1881, boosting demand for iron, steel, and coal. The iron pathways through forests, prairies, and mountains, which funneled immigrants westward in vast numbers, finally reached the Pacific in 1869.

The frenetic activity spawned vast opportunities for bold entrepreneurs to seize. The term “robber baron” entered the American lexicon in 1859 when it was used to describe the ruthless business practices of Cornelius Vanderbilt, who amassed a huge fortune in the shipping industry. Soon the derogatory term was being applied to men who would become some of the richest Americans in history, including Andrew Carnegie, who built a steel empire, and John D. Rockefeller, who made a fortune from oil refineries. In the late 1860s, Vanderbilt recruited Leonard Jerome as an investor in a bold new scheme: the merger of several existing rail lines into the lucrative New York Central & Hudson River Railroad.

Clara must have been proud of her successful husband, but she also watched his rakish reputation spread alongside his wealth. He never did things by halves. He built an extravagant six-story red brick and marble mansion, at the intersection of Madison Avenue and Twenty-Third Street, adjacent to the residence of one of Manhattan’s greatest snobs, the redoubtable Mrs. Schermerhorn, and he celebrated his arrival there with a sumptuous ball. At each end of the ballroom stood a fountain—champagne bubbled in one, cologne spouted from the second. Next door to the mansion stood the family’s three-story stables, filled with horses, grooms, and carriages. According to the New-York Tribune, “Except for the Emperor’s Mews in Paris, it is doubtful if any stable in the world is as fine… Black walnut, plate glass, carpeted floors and other costly decorations ornamented the place. Above the stable he built a private theatre, handsomely adorned…”14 Leonard Jerome’s stage was a launchpad for his young, talented sopranos as he aspired to be a Medici of American music patrons.

Jennie and her sisters would have heard from the servants about some of their father’s more extravagant gestures. He once hosted a dinner at Delmonico’s, the city’s top restaurant, at which, as each female guest unfurled her starched white napkin, a gold bracelet fell into her lap. (Clara does not appear to have been present.) He cofounded the American Jockey Club and established a racecourse just outside the city. As his friend August Belmont, another high roller, said of his good friend, “One rode better, sailed better, banqueted better when Mr. Jerome was of the party.”15

Leonard Jerome was never sufficiently wealthy to be considered an A-list robber baron, but he was in their ranks. However, Clara had now been in New York long enough to realize that she and her daughters were never going to be acceptable to Manhattan’s old guard, despite her Mayflower ancestors or her daughters’ arpeggios. Her husband’s flashy extravagance branded them as nouveau riche, which made the Jeromes marginal to the city’s social establishment.

So who belonged to this establishment? The most obvious members were descendants of the original Dutch colonists who had arrived in the New World well before the American Revolution: Schermerhorns, Roosevelts, Schuylers, Brevoorts, Van Rensselaers. Such families gloried in the label Knickerbockers (a term that was either an Americanization of a common Dutch surname or a reference to the early settlers’ knee-length breeches), and they deeply distrusted glitter. Pious and personifying the Dutch virtue of thrift, most did not flaunt the fortunes they had made over the years through banking, trade, and real estate. Instead, this self-styled elite preferred to live quietly, manage their country estates in the Hudson Valley, and husband their resources for the next generation.

Old guard friendships were restricted to people who shared the encrusted dignity of established wealth. Their fortunes were as solid as the mahogany furniture and their family ties as sturdy as the drawing room bell pulls in their brownstone houses on Washington Square. They worshipped together at Grace Church (Episcopal) and belonged to the same exclusive network of clubs and cultural associations. Alongside the Saint Nicholas Society, there was the Union Club, the Arcadian Club, the Lotos Club, and the Century Association, each with membership limited to a few hundred men, high entrance fees, and a practice of blackballing unsuitable applicants. John Jacob Astor, the richest man in America, barely qualified for membership in the exclusive Saint Nicholas Society because his family had not arrived in New York until 1784. Jews, Catholics, and Blacks never crossed their thresholds.

Old money families were entirely confident about their place in the world; a sense of superiority was bred in their bones. Despite living in the nation’s most boisterous democracy, they fought to protect their exclusivity with elaborate rules and rituals borrowed from European aristocracy. Outsiders like Clara and Leonard Jerome were given the cold shoulder. In 1854, Frank Leslie’s Ladies’ Gazette of Fashion advised readers to go through the formalities of an introduction “with the most bland expression… yet insensibly [to] convey to the introduced an impression that a further intimacy would not be agreeable.”16

Why did newcomers even want to move into these circles, however grand the lineages and refined the manners? In a New World republic supposedly founded on principles of equality, what was the attraction in joining a self-declared aristocracy that seemed determined to establish an Old World class system? Some of the recent arrivals in the city were indifferent to Knickerbocker pretentions. Nothing signaled Leonard Jerome’s disdain for tight-lipped snobbery as much as those spirited rides along Fifth Avenue.

But others, especially the wives of the new class of entrepreneurs, smarted at the sneering condescension of society matrons. Clara knew, for example, that Jerome money was as good as that of Mrs. William Astor (née Schermerhorn), Manhattan’s most powerful hostess. Her newly purchased Meissen tea set was just as delicate as those owned by members of the Van Rensselaer clan; her ornate bonnets and elaborate gowns were styled by the same milliners and seamstresses as those sported by wives of Knickerbocker grandees.

Clara Jerome came to dislike Manhattan. After being presented to Emperor Napoleon III and the elegant Empress Eugénie on one of the family trips to Paris, she wrote, “I have found the court I want.”17




V

In 1867, Jennie’s mother announced her intention to sail to Europe with her three daughters, now sixteen, thirteen, and eight years old. According to Jennie, Clara moved for health reasons, to consult a physician in Paris. “Finding that the educational advantages were greater in Paris than in New York, we decided to remain there.”

This was only half the story. Up to this point, Clara chose to ignore her husband’s infidelities, but Leonard had recently taken up with a New York widow, Mrs. Fanny Ronalds. Diarists who met Fanny gushed about her beauty, her voice, her style. In Memories of an Old Etonian, Greville Moore wrote, “Her face was perfectly divine in its loveliness, her features small and exquisitely regular. Her hair was of a dark shade of brown and very abundant.”18 Fanny Ronalds dressed impeccably and sang beautifully, and Leonard Jerome was besotted.

Gossip flared. When Mrs. Leonard Jerome was introduced to Mrs. Fanny Ronalds at a ball one evening, a hush fell on the others in attendance. Clara could have cut Fanny with the curled lip of an Old New Yorker. Instead, as she took her white-gloved hand, she reacted with gentle tolerance. “I don’t blame you,” she whispered. “I know how irresistible he is.”19

However, Clara evidently had had enough of her husband’s dalliances. Moreover, Leonard’s fortune was starting to sag, and her American dollars would go much further in France than they did in Manhattan. She had always wanted her daughters to be multilingual, and she knew that in Paris, where the American colony numbered over four thousand, wealthy Americans were welcomed.

But there was even more to the move than this. The marriage prospects of the Jerome sisters must have worried their mother. The salons of France’s Second Empire, where Emperor Napoleon III and Empress Eugénie held court, were easier to penetrate than Knickerbocker circles. In Paris, her daughters could acquire a sophistication to match their American self-assurance, while Clara could carve out a new life for herself, away from Leonard’s boisterous triumphs.

The four Jerome women and a retinue of servants, including Dobby, who had looked after the girls since they were small, crossed the Atlantic and settled into spacious, well-furnished lodgings at 70 Boulevard Malesherbes.

Jennie would note in her memoirs that “my mother went out a great deal in French society, where her beauty attracted much attention, la belle Américaine at that time having all the charm of novelty.”20 Leonard visited regularly, but for most of the year Clara was on her own, making new friends and sizing up potential suitors for her daughters. If she had stayed in New York, she would have been trapped in a social cul-de-sac. In Paris, she could reinvent herself. She remained a loyal wife and a conscientious parent, as Victorian custom demanded, and she shrank from scandal. But she relished her escape from Manhattan’s snobbery.








CHAPTER 2 [image: ] Delano Decorum and Discipline1854–1870


While the Manhattan social elite threatened to ignore the nouveau Jeromes, it offered a warm embrace to members of the Delano family. Jennie’s contemporary Sara Delano would sail through life with the unassailable poise of someone who knew she belonged. Delanos had the pedigree, connections, and manners to qualify for membership in New York’s old guard.

Sara was born on September 21, 1854, nine months after Jennie Jerome, in that playground of old money, the Hudson Valley, half a day’s carriage ride north of New York City. This pastoral area had already spawned its own artistic tradition, the Hudson River School, led by Thomas Cole and Frederic Edwin Church, among others. For their wealthy patrons, these painters depicted a dreamily romantic landscape of ancient hills and gentle streams far from the brash exuberance of industrial America. A viewer would never guess there were coal mines up the road, or that many of the landowning gentry owed their fortunes to slavery and other exploitative forms of trade.

Sara’s birthplace was the Delano country estate called Algonac, a name appropriated from the Algonquin words for “hill” and “river.” Travelers on the road that led 152 miles north from Manhattan to Albany, the state capital, had no chance of seeing the estate, at the halfway point in their journey, thanks to a carefully planted screen of maples, beeches, and flowering shrubs. But passengers on one of the Hudson’s puffing little steamships could glimpse the Delanos’ forty-room brick and stucco mansion through the trees on the river’s west bank, two miles north of the prosperous little river port of Newburgh. Algonac, with its square tower and stone gatehouse, was one of several magnificent estates dotting both banks of the wide, placid waterway. Most of them belonged to wealthy, long-established dynasties, and, to anybody who dared doubt, Algonac announced that the Delano family was part of this privileged class. Although not Dutch Reformed in origin, the Delanos could claim several forebears who had arrived on the Mayflower in 1621, plus roots in the ruling Boston clique known as the Brahmins. Sara’s grandfather, Warren Delano, had a large estate called Fairhaven, in New Bedford, Massachusetts, where the family congregated for seashore summer vacations and Thanksgiving celebrations. Throughout their lives, Sara and her siblings regarded their grandfather’s rambling mansion as a family shrine.1

The importance of self-control was drummed into Sara from an early age. When she was four, she fell against the sharp corner of a cabinet and gashed her head badly. Bleeding and frightened, the little girl ran howling to her father, Warren Delano. He calmly washed the cut, then announced that he would stitch the wound shut himself because it would take too long to summon a doctor from Newburgh. Telling Sara to be brave, he held the little girl firmly between his knees as he threaded a sharp needle, then pulled it through her scalp. According to her son’s biographer Geoffrey C. Ward, “The pain was excruciating, but Sara never moved or cried out. It was wrong to worry others.”2 Such self-discipline would characterize Sara for the rest of her life.

Stoicism also characterized Sara’s mother, Catherine Lyman Delano, the youngest child of a respected Massachusetts judge. Literary and musical, Catherine was a model of the sweet femininity most valued in mid-nineteenth-century upper-class America. Her mother, Anne Lyman, described her as “never out of temper and always ready to oblige to any extent that her friends can claim.”3 One of her sons would note approvingly that she “always had a kind thought, word or deed for friend or stranger.”4

Slender, dark-haired, and demure, Catherine Lyman was only eighteen when she met Warren Delano in 1843. Fifteen years older than his new bride, Warren radiated the confident authority of a handsome, successful man who was on his way to making a fortune in maritime commerce. He had returned from China, where he represented a major Boston trading house, to look for a wife. Within weeks of their first encounter, Catherine became Mrs. Warren Delano and found herself wrenched away from her peaceful New England life and swept off to China by her new husband. It was an abrupt change. The young bride wrote to a cousin about her fears of disappearing on a long, dangerous voyage to a country on the other side of the globe of which she knew nothing: “I feel that it is my duty to go, but I do feel sad to think of the long separation from all my kind friends… When I think of my poor experience, it seems almost dangerous to undertake such a thing and I feel unhappy, and then if I stay home I should not be happy… I have determined to go and look on the bright side.”5

Catherine being Catherine, off she sailed with a brave smile, determined to ensure that all her husband’s needs were met. Throughout her life, Sara would follow her mother’s conventional example and, like most of her wealthy female contemporaries, make her family her priority, whatever the circumstances. But Catherine’s example of wifely deference was one to which her daughter would pay only lip service in the years ahead. In personality, and often in conduct, she would prove to be more her father’s than her mother’s daughter.


II

Sara was Catherine and Warren Delano’s seventh child, and the fifth to survive infancy. In the nine years before Sara’s birth, Catherine had proven herself more robust than her family might have expected. Immediately after her marriage, she had traveled with her new husband to the cramped compound in Guangzhou (then called Canton) where foreigners were allowed to live. There she weathered three lonely years, watched her firstborn, a daughter, die before her second birthday, and clung to a second little girl, Louise, whose health was always delicate. But she had also seen her husband’s career flourish. He was senior partner in Russell & Company, the largest American firm in the lucrative China trade, and, as he kept reassuring Catherine, he could expect to return to the United States with a “competence”—$100,000, or well over $3 million today.

Judging by the souvenirs of China that Catherine always cherished, she knew that her husband’s business encompassed purchases of tea, porcelain, silk, and other luxury items. Did she know that these goods were acquired in exchange for opium? The Chinese government made repeated attempts to stamp out the opium trade, which was dominated by the British, because, thanks to Western traders since the mid-eighteenth century, addiction had become a devastating epidemic within the Middle Kingdom. Estimates suggest that one out of every ten Chinese was an opium addict.6 But traders like Warren Delano kept importing opium and showed no remorse for the damage the narcotic wreaked on Chinese people and society.

Russell & Company’s profits soared. Men like Warren Delano and his brother Edward, who had joined him in the business, regarded the Chinese addicts as moral degenerates rather than victims of coercive and unscrupulous Western merchants.

It must have been a relief for Catherine, now in her early twenties, when her husband announced, in 1846, that he had amassed his competence and they could return to America. The Delanos settled in New York City so that Warren could start investing his fortune in all the exciting new ventures of an industrializing America—property, railroads, copper mines in Tennessee and Maryland, coal mines in Pennsylvania. Soon he was one of the wealthiest businessmen in mid-century Manhattan. He kept his hand in the maritime trade, too, by building and owning several clippers.

The Delanos acquired one of the most prestigious properties in the city—39 Lafayette Place, one of a group of nine town houses known as Colonnade Row. Fronted with massive fluted stone columns, each house had marble mantelpieces and massive mahogany doors hung on silver hinges. However, more important than the Corinthian columns were the neighbors, who included the writer Washington Irving and several Astors. Sara would later describe Colonnade Row as “the aristocratic center of the city.”7 Two more Delano daughters, Deborah (always known as Dora) and Annie, were born at this address, plus a son who died in infancy.

Warren and Catherine Delano slipped effortlessly into Knickerbocker circles. Although Warren, like Leonard Jerome, had had to make his own fortune, his Mayflower ancestry and New England self-possession ensured that he was welcomed into the right clubs, where he shared with other members the distrust of vulgar newcomers who flaunted their money. He deplored the lavish French châteaux, Italianate mansions, and pseudogothic castles that were creeping north on Fifth Avenue and Madison Avenue, erected by the likes of Leonard Jerome.

Warren Delano was prepared to do business with predatory stock speculators, but he didn’t want to mingle with their wives and families. And he did not want his children to associate with them, either. He acquired an old fruit farm in the Hudson Valley, named it Algonac, and employed the prominent landscape architect Andrew Jackson Downing to enlarge it. Downing, who had worked in Washington laying out the grounds of the White House and the Capitol, understood the process of gentrification before the term was invented. He converted the farm building into an Italianate mansion with expansive, elegantly curated outbuildings and grounds. It was all superbly opulent and dignified, with its elaborately carved rosewood furniture, Chinese porcelains in display cabinets, and wide, old-fashioned hall hung with pictures, armor, and “quaint devices from China.” A large bronze bell from a Buddhist monastery was placed in the garden. Each bedroom had its own tin tub for bathing, plus chamber pots to be emptied by maids.8 The estate required a staff of at least ten people to maintain it.

Here, in 1852, Catherine gave birth to a son, Warren, and then, two years later, a fourth surviving daughter—Sara, known as Sallie to her immediate family. Another son, Philippe, arrived within three years. The children were educated at home by a succession of French or German tutors and governesses, and rarely mixed with neighbors. Sara’s early days were spent in the secluded stability of Algonac, scrambling to keep up with three older sisters and an elder brother. The diaries that Warren and Catherine Delano kept jointly record weather, church sermons, classics read aloud, children’s activities. “A beautiful warm day and the children leave off their flannel drawers… Children out in the afternoon with Phil in his boat on Mr. Brown’s pond… The children, Warren, Sallie and Philippe are up early and have their explosions of fire-crackers… Warren, Sallie and Phil playing games in the school-room.”9

Domestic harmony prevailed at Algonac; the children never heard their parents disagree. This was hardly surprising, since Warren Delano was such an imposing man, both physically and psychologically. Tall, with a fierce gaze, bushy side whiskers, and an intimidating glare, he exerted an authority that was rarely challenged. He was an implacable Republican, fond of saying that while all Democrats were not horse thieves, in his experience “all horse thieves were Democrats.”10 If anybody complained about the weather, he would bark, “Nonsense. All weather is good weather.” In a biography of Sara Delano Roosevelt entitled Gracious Lady, by Rita Halle Kleeman, for which the main (if not only) source was Sara herself, Warren Delano’s forcefulness jumps off the page. Kleeman writes that Warren’s children gave him “unquestioning obedience… due to a firm conviction that their father’s opinions and beliefs were absolutely infallible and that he knew best about everything.”11

Whether Catherine simply ducked conflict or recognized the benefits of allowing her husband to present himself as the only head of the family, she quietly dealt with any disagreements in private. Bad news was never discussed in front of the children. In later years, Sara described her childhood as “tranquil… unmarked by adult emotions,” and would marvel at her parents’ ability to protect their children from “all traces of sadness or trouble or the news of anything alarming.”12 Catherine was likely responsible for this. The carefully wrought stability of the relationship, and the suppression of all unpleasantness, could not have been a greater contrast to the uneasy ties that bound Clara Jerome to her boisterous husband, Leonard.

Sara Delano firmly believed that her mother “depended on [my father] utterly, and while at times when they were separated, she showed herself capable of making decisions wisely, it would never have occurred to her to make one for herself when he was there.”13 Separation occurred frequently, however, so Catherine Delano was usually in charge of the household. While Catherine gently raised her children in the idyllic Hudson Valley estate, far from New York City’s crowded tenements and noisy streets, Warren Delano spent most weekdays conducting his professional affairs from his town house in Manhattan.

The longest separation came when Sara was seven.

In 1857, the American economy went into a tailspin after a rapid period of expansion in which too many banks, merchants, and farmers had made risky investments. Hundreds of companies failed; real estate prices collapsed; thousands of people were out of work. Warren Delano, in his late forties, watched his roaring profits turn into strangling debts. He noted in the journal that he and Catherine kept, “The monetary situation from New York worse than ever… Stocks, bonds and money tighter. Failures abundant and confidence diminishing.”14

Expenses were cut, the Lafayette Place mansion was sold, but the financial slide gathered speed. By January 1860, Warren decided that if he was to protect his family and avoid bankruptcy, he must act. He took a bold step for a gray-haired man of fifty: he chose to return to the China trade and earn another competence. He took leave of his wife (now pregnant for the ninth time) and children, and set sail for the other side of the world.

For two years, Catherine Delano maintained Algonac routines with quiet skill. A skeleton staff kept Algonac going, and she asked various relatives to help with her growing family, which soon included a sixth daughter, Catherine, known as Cassie. Catherine’s cousin Nancy Church gave the older children lessons in the schoolroom. Her sister-in-law Sarah, with her husband, Ned Delano, ensured that the children sat up straight, modulated their voices, and spoke clearly. Sara and her sisters sewed shirts for Union soldiers now fighting the Civil War.

Warren Delano wrote regularly from China, and Sara was the child who was allowed to soak the stamps off the envelopes and carefully paste them into a scrapbook. She was enthralled by her father. All her life she would treasure a small tintype, made just before her father’s abrupt departure, which showed her sitting on Warren’s lap, enclosed by his long arm. “There was no one like my father,” she recalled over seventy years later.15 She never appears to have spoken of her mother like that: Catherine Delano fulfilled her maternal role with such self-effacing skill that Sara simply took her for granted.




III

The handsome square-rigger, its many canvas sails bellying before the wind, sailed out of New York harbor as the June sun sank in the west. The 183-foot-long clipper was towed beyond the bar by two steam tugs while various friends and relations dined on board and then wished the travelers well. Once the guests departed on the tugs, the captain fired several cannons, and his passengers cheered loudly as the last rays of sunlight glinted on the topsails.

Catherine Delano made sure that her two nursemaids, Davis and Ellen, had firm hold of her three youngest children, including eight-year-old Sara, while the four older ones, aged between sixteen and ten years, hung over the rail, elated by a brisk wind and the prospect of unexpected adventure. From the hold came the faint sounds of a whole menagerie of animals, to ensure a supply of fresh provisions—chickens, pigs, geese, turkeys, and a cow, all secured in pens.

Warren Delano had sent for his family to join him in the British colony of Hong Kong. Once again, Catherine left the comforts of her American home and faced a long journey halfway around the globe. This time, it was even more challenging. With seven children in tow, she was returning to a country where diseases like typhoid were rampant, where she had already lost a child, and where she would have no family support—only local servants whose language she could not speak, and who would rarely show affection for a fanqui [foreign devil]. In later years, Sara would reflect that it must have been “altogether terrifying to my… mother to give up her beautiful home and its peaceful security for perhaps the rest of her life.” Yet in the detailed journal Catherine kept of the four-month trip, she never complained. That evening, she simply began a new diary. “Log of the S.S. Surprise. June 25, 1862 to October 31, 1862. New York to Hong Kong” and listed all her family members, plus her cousin Nancy Church, and the two young nursemaids. Then she noted, “We need not say it was sorrowful to leave our friends, but we must look forward to the happy meeting with our husband and father in Hong Kong. Seasickness followed and we were soon all in bed.”16

It was a daunting voyage, lasting 128 days, through the North and South Atlantic, around the Cape of Good Hope, up through the Indian Ocean and the Malay Archipelago to the China Sea. For the first few days, Catherine recorded how quickly excitement turned to nausea. “Louise and Annie suffering a good deal from sea-sickness. Nancy has a bad head. Davis’ head troubles her and Warren seasick. Ellen miserable. Dora not very bright and Sallie uncomfortable… None of us present a very brilliant appearance.” There were fierce storms, days of endless rain, unbroken horizons, and becalmed seas. Members of the Delano party were the only paying passengers on the clipper.

Delano discipline held. Catherine Delano ensured that they stuck to Algonac routines—lessons in the schoolroom, music practice on the piano that came with them to Hong Kong, games on deck in the afternoons when weather permitted. Dining at sea was not so different from dining at Algonac. Unless the seas were too high, the family sat around a heavy wooden table, covered with a linen tablecloth, and ate off high-quality china. A typical entry in Catherine’s journal reads, “Had a good dinner, oyster soup, corned pork, rice, peas and flapjacks, after which the Capt. gave us some brandy, which seems to do one good after eating pork.”

“Our lives were regulated as they had been at home,” Sara would remember later. Seasickness, heatstroke, chilblains—alongside the boredom and frustration of being cooped up—were among the low points of the journey.17 In the South China Sea, the temperature soared to 126 degrees Fahrenheit, and Sara’s mother noted, “Perspiration falls off one like rain.”18 But Sara Delano and her siblings would never forget singing sea shanties (“Down the river hauled a Yankee clipper!”), learning to identify the stars, fishing for nautilus, and signaling with flags. While Catherine’s grandson Franklin Delano Roosevelt was in the White House, a wooden replica of the Surprise would adorn a table in the Oval Office.19

Four months and six days after leaving New York, Sara and her siblings sighted Hong Kong’s harbor. Soon a small craft was speeding toward them, with a tall figure standing in the bow. When the Surprise finally dropped anchor, Warren Delano sprang onto the clipper’s deck to greet his family. Sara treasured her first glimpse of him: “all dressed in white, very tall and slight and good looking, with his side whiskers and mustache, coming very quickly up the side of the ship on a ladder that the sailors had let down.”20

Catherine Delano forgot her misgivings as she settled her family into Rose Hill, the luxurious mansion on top of one of Hong Kong’s hills that her husband had rented. In this large stone house with a walled garden, Warren Delano had created an Asian version of Algonac’s seclusion. While he continued to trade with the Chinese mainland across the Zhujiang River estuary, his children took lessons in the schoolroom with Nancy, and practiced their scales on the piano. On the rare occasions when they stepped beyond Rose Hill’s gates, it was to visit other expatriate families.

Although the household was dependent on the work of Chinese cooks, maids, gardeners, stable boys, and watchmen, Sara and her siblings never learned a word of Chinese. Rose Hill was a cocoon, and Catherine Delano quietly carried on as though she still lived in the Hudson Valley. Two more children were born, Frederic in 1863 and Laura in 1864. American national holidays were observed. Sara and her brother Warren decorated their pony cart with American flags when they drove it to the weekly horse races at Happy Valley, the British racecourse.

But after seven-year-old Philippe fell ill with diphtheria, Warren and Catherine Delano decided to ship him and twelve-year-old Warren II and ten-year-old Sara home, under the supervision of their fifteen-year-old sister, Annie. Sara spent the next two years with Aunt Sarah and Uncle Ned in New England. Photographs from this period depict a child of obvious aplomb, with thick brown hair, deep-set eyes, and a determined thrust to her chin. She was already emerging as the most thoughtful of the Delano children, with a strong sense of duty toward her younger siblings, especially Philippe, who was closest to her in age.

Warren Delano recouped his fortune and, once again a very wealthy man, left Hong Kong and turned his back on the China trade, quietly burying his responsibility for supplying opium to thousands of Chinese addicts. One of the very few statements he ever made about these activities came in a letter he wrote to his brothers: “I do not pretend to justify… the opium trade in a moral and philanthropic point of view, but as a merchant I insist that it has been… fair, honorable, and legitimate… liable to no further or weightier objections than is the importation of Wines, Brandies and Spirits into the U. States.”21 Next, he turned his attention back to the booming economy of postwar America.

It is unlikely that Sara knew that her revered father’s fortune originated in the nineteenth-century equivalent of fentanyl. Instead, she absorbed the message that her generation of Delanos represented the acme of Yankee bloodlines, not only because she and her siblings could claim thirteen ancestors from Mayflower stock but because—as she proudly explained to her respectful biographer—her forebears had played a role in America’s political, intellectual, and social history.22




IV

The family could not return directly to Algonac, as it was rented out. Besides, Warren was in no rush to return to America, where the Civil War was just drawing to an end. Instead, he took his family to Paris, where they rented the large apartment off Avenue de l’Impératrice, which boasted wide windows and a balcony.

“Paris was gay with flags and bunting in honor of the foreign princes and rulers” arriving to visit the great 1867 exposition, Sara recalled for Rita Kleeman. Such exotic figures as the Russian tsar, the Ottoman sultan, and the khedive of Egypt as well as major and minor European royals rode past the Delano balcony, as the children hung over it to stare at their brilliantly colored uniforms. But the most unforgettable for Sara was the Empress Eugénie, “quite unconscious of Sallie and Phil and even the more dignified older brother and sister, gazing breathless with admiration.”23

The Jeromes arrived in the French capital while the Delanos were still there. Given the small world of American expatriates, they probably crossed paths. But unlike the Jerome girls, the Delano children were limited in their visits to the crowded exposition grounds; they spent more time on historic buildings and monuments, museums, and galleries. Every morning, Celestin, the Delanos’ butler, walked Sara over to the Avenue de Malakoff, where she was enrolled in classes taught by a Madame Grenfell to a small number of French and American girls. Every afternoon, the Delanos’ nanny would arrive with the younger children to pick her up for the walk home through the Bois de Boulogne. When she celebrated her twelfth birthday, in September 1866, her aunt gave her a book entitled Famous Girls Who Have Become Good and Illustrious Women.24

The Paris sojourn was brief. Warren Delano did not want his children to mingle with American social climbers or continental riffraff. Paris was not his only concern; he found New York’s new millionaires “pretentious” and “boasting,” and he told his brother Ned that he might settle permanently in Europe. He was considering the purchase of an isolated country estate where he might “organize my household as to combine the real comforts and proper luxuries of life with a system of order and regularity of studies, duties, exercise, and recreation.”25

There would be no European Algonac, probably because most of the Delano children had outgrown their governesses. From Paris, the family moved to Dresden for the winter, and Sara, now fluent in French, studied German and music at a local school. When most of her family returned to America, she stayed on in Germany for two more years with two of her siblings, all under the care of Aunt Sarah and Uncle Ned, and attended finishing school.

According to her biographer, Sara relished learning European history and languages, and making new friends; she was certainly too self-disciplined to acknowledge any homesickness. But in May 1869 some sad news arrived from Algonac. Sara’s eldest sister, Louise, whose health had been poor ever since her birth in China, had finally but not unexpectedly died. Warren and Catherine now summoned their family home.

Sara, along with her aunt and uncle and siblings, managed to find passage to New York City on the Westphalia, the last steamship to leave a German port before the Franco-Prussian War began. During this 1870 conflict, a coalition of German states led by Prussia defeated France, and the subsequent rebellion within France unseated Emperor Napoleon III and left the beautiful Eugénie homeless. The Jeromes would see bloodshed in the streets of Paris and watch aristocratic friends fearing for their lives, but the Delanos steamed safely away, untouched by the traumas of war and revolution. Sara returned to Algonac after an interval of eight years.

Far from the European upheavals, the family mourned Louise’s death and then resumed the old routines of daily household prayers, Sunday visits to Newburgh’s Unitarian church, and evening card games. Family activities and get-togethers with Hudson Valley neighbors—picnics, musical soirees, skating parties—fill the pages of the family diaries. “Stormy day and we all stayed home with books and work. Sallie and Cassie made caramels”; “Afternoon a party drove on the river, which was thronged by young and old on skates, in sleighs, etc. making quite a gay scene.” Few outsiders penetrated this close-knit society, linked together by family connections over several generations and with a low tolerance for unconventional behavior.

For the rest of their lives, the five surviving sisters, along with their three brothers, would find more pleasure in the company of each other, plus their partners and children, than almost anyone else’s. At five foot ten, Sara was the tallest of the girls and the most dignified. With her long, graceful neck and firm chin, she was strikingly good-looking and started to receive invitations to evening parties with neighbors. Her eldest surviving sister, Dora, was already married (the wedding had been in Paris), and Annie was entertaining young men. Manhattan’s Gilded Age rituals of courtship and marriage—rituals that the Jeromes had fled—seemed the inevitable next chapter for Sara. Unlike Jennie Jerome, Sara Delano had guaranteed access to the elite.

Yet she remained single for some years. Was this her choice? She did not need to marry for money, and perhaps the security of Algonac was preferable to the company of the callow young men she met. Or perhaps she exuded a certain hauteur that potential suitors found intimidating. However, Sara was certainly not averse to the idea of marriage. She would take her family by surprise.








CHAPTER 3 [image: ] High-Spirited Jennie1867–1873


Thirteen-year-old Jennie Jerome arrived with her mother and sisters in Paris as the Exposition Universelle was in full swing. There were thousands of other American visitors besides the Jeromes and Delanos, including Samuel Morse, inventor of the telegraph, and the writer Mark Twain (who was disappointed by Parisian women: “I knew by their looks that they ate garlic and onions”).1

The vast oval exhibit hall on the Champ de Mars was a showcase for French industrialists and artists and proclaimed France’s prosperity. How could the Jeromes resist the exhibits? Throngs gaped at a monumental pendulum clock by Eugène Farcot, the Suez Canal dredging machine, a collection of 450 plants from the French West African colony of Gabon, the historical canvases of Jean-Louis Ernest Meissonier. The exhibition’s splendor was in tune with the transformation of Paris itself over the previous decade. Thanks to Baron Haussmann, streets had been broadened and now converged on central focal points; slums had been demolished; newly laid water and sewer pipes and gas lines had transformed the lives of Parisians. In the cafes along the Champs-Élysées and in Montmartre, artists and aesthetes discussed the Meaning of It All. The windows of new department stores such as Printemps were filled with tantalizing merchandise. A new line of steam-powered boats called Bateaux Mouches plied the Seine.

France was enjoying the same breakneck pace of economic development as the United States, but its government was spending more on civic amenities than American authorities, and the country was celebrating its cultural heritage and talents as well as its industrial innovations. In the introduction to the exhibition’s handbook, the Paris Guide, Victor Hugo, the grand old man of French letters, proclaimed, “As Athens became Greece, as Rome became Christianity, thou, France, become the world!”2

Like Sara, Jennie was intoxicated by the pageantry and energy. “Never had the Empire seemed more assured, the Court more brilliant, the fêtes more gorgeous. The light-hearted Parisians revelled in the daily sights of royal processions and cavalcades. The Bois de Boulogne and the Champs Elysées, where we were living at the time, were crowded with splendid equipages.”3 She was as blind to the pervasive poverty in the narrow streets behind the boulevards—the crowded sweatshops, filthy stables, cramped housing—as she had been to the slums of New York’s Lower East Side. Instead, she was starstruck by the glamor of a society in which princesses and duchesses curated their public images in the same way that celebrities do today. She would soon learn how fragile such celebrity could be, but that did not stop Paris from becoming her favorite city in the world.


II

Once Mrs. Jerome had settled Clara, Jennie, and Leonie and the servants into the spacious Boulevard Malesherbes apartment, she turned her attention to her daughters’ education. She paid particular attention to finding the right teacher to further their musical talents. And then she plunged into launching her social life. Charming and healthy, with impeccable manners, the forty-two-year-old started writing her name with accents—Jérôme—and enjoying herself in the society in which she had chosen to settle.

Fifteen years earlier, during Leonard Jerome’s brief period as American consul in Trieste, Clara had discovered French fashion design, and now she learned that the Empress Eugénie’s favorite couturier was Charles Worth. Soon she was one of the House of Worth’s most loyal customers. Her closets rapidly filled with gowns of silk, satin, and tulle that featured the bustles favored by the empress, along with piles of whale-boned underwear to give her the required hourglass shape. She had grown too plump to aspire to the eighteen-inch waists that her daughters managed, but she was still shapely. Clara, a consummate social strategist, knew that the impact of an eye-catching gown could be incalculable; it suggested not just wealth and style but also talent and significance. Jennie took this lesson to heart; cost would be irrelevant to her if she was trying to achieve a particular effect.

But cost was becoming a problem, although the Jerome sisterhood was barely aware of it. The year after they arrived in Paris, their father made a bold stock play that went sour. After riding high for so many years, Leonard Jerome had invested thousands of dollars in Pacific Mail Steamship stock in order to corner the market in it, and then could not sell it. He lost most of his capital. He faced his cataclysmic loss with characteristic sangfroid, shrugging that he had the remnants of other investments to live on. Then he quietly leased his Madison Avenue mansion and left Manhattan for the Boulevard Malesherbes.

There he discovered that his daughters were growing up a little too fast. The eldest, Clara, was blond, pretty, obsessed with her appearance, and attracting too many older admirers. The youngest, Leonie, was simply willful. On one occasion, the Jeromes were having tea in the drawing room when Leonie was teased by one of her sisters for walking in the Champs-Élysées with her toes turned in (toes apparently should be turned out). Leonie seized the tablecloth, dashed china and cakes to the floor, and disappeared in a rage.4

But it was Jennie, dark-haired and mischievous, who made the most extraordinary announcement. She was never going to marry, she declared, because she was going to be a concert pianist. Her musical skills matched her ambition, but her parents were shocked that Jennie would consider that a moneymaking profession was preferable to a good marriage, and that she assumed it was her right to make such a choice.

Leonard Jerome was bewildered by these unruly girls. He asked his wife, “Why are [they] so wild?” Mrs. Jerome was amused by the question. “Well dear,” she replied. “They are your daughters.”5

The girls had absorbed their mother’s fascination with royalty, and the Empress Eugénie was a role model for them all.6 Mrs. Jerome was awestruck by her social prestige, which put New York’s Knickerbockers in the shade. Clara was enthralled by her glittering appearance. For little Leonie, Eugénie was a fairy queen. But for Jennie, the empress demonstrated that a beautiful woman could have behind-the-scenes power. There was a great deal of gossip about the imperial marriage: the emperor was a well-known philanderer, and the couple rarely spent time together in private. Eugénie was the Princess Diana of her day—a radiantly beautiful fashionista adored by the public. But there was more to her than that. She advocated for women’s equality, acted as regent when the emperor left Paris, and often attended meetings of her husband’s council of ministers.

The Jerome sisters’ focus on the imperial court cannot have pleased their robustly democratic father. However, he continued to leave their education and manners to Mrs. Jerome, because he accepted the conventional wisdom of his day: girls must learn to please men in order to attract suitable husbands. He could see that Americans like the Jeromes were welcomed at the imperial court and that nobody cared where their money came from. This meant that access to the circles to which Mrs. Jerome aspired in Second Empire Paris was much easier for Clara and her daughters than it was in rigidly snobbish Manhattan. Besides, Leonard was preoccupied with his friend Fanny Ronalds, who had followed him to France. And he soon returned to the city he had made his own: New York.

In her memoirs, Jennie Jerome rattles off the titles of “all the most beautiful and charming women of Paris, including many attractive foreigners,” who spent their days driving around in their carriages, and their evenings swishing around palaces in Monsieur Worth’s creations. “Helped by the magnificence of their appearance,” she writes, they gave Paris “that air of elegance and distinction which could neither be surpassed nor emulated by any other capital in Europe.”7 She envied her elder sister who was old enough to “go into society,” and was invited to one of the emperor’s famous hunting parties at Compiègne, outside Paris. For three days, over a hundred guests rode, visited local sites, dined off gold plates, danced and played in the royal château. Ladies were required to change into different outfits at least three times a day. Clara sent home a desperate plea: “I shall need another dress—something white [only foreigners wore bright colors] trimmed with anything you think pretty. I think I must have it—in fact two if possible—for these ladies dress so much and never appear in the same.”8 At the close of the visit, each guest was presented with a gift. Jennie recorded how Clara, “much to my envy, was given an inkstand shaped like a knotted handkerchief, filled with napoleons.” Meanwhile, Jennie was stuck in the schoolroom, learning French and practicing her scales.

Leonard, still entangled with Mrs. Ronalds, briefly returned to Europe in the spring of 1870 and swept his two daughters off to Nice for a holiday. Clara’s report to their mother in Paris captures both the girls’ regard for their swaggering father and also the international company they kept. “Papa was very tired last night when he got here, but this morning he looked so fresh and handsome that we told him the ladies would all be after him… He has gone out and said he wouldn’t be home till four… I suppose Jennie told you what a charming day we passed at Cannes… there was Lord-Someone-or-Another and his father, the Earl-of-Something-Else… Madame Rothschild, from Vienna, asked me if I knew Mrs. Belmont…”9

The beautiful Jerome sisters assumed that there would always be a Lord-Someone-or-Other or a wealthy Rothschild hanging around them. Jennie’s unorthodox ambition to become a professional pianist gradually faded.




III

At seventeen, Jennie was keenly aware of her beauty and eager to make her debut into society. Shapely and coquettish, she was ready for the “coming out” ceremony—the virginal white dress, the low curtsey to the empress. The Jeromes’ lady’s maid was already adept at pulling corset laces as tight as possible to achieve a tiny waist. Tight lacing also emphasized the size of a woman’s breasts. Some women padded their bosoms with horsehair; Jennie was voluptuous without any props.

But Franco-German tensions torpedoed Jennie’s dream of being presented at the imperial court. Rivalry between France and its neighbor had been simmering for months, as Germany nursed territorial ambitions and France feared a shift in the European balance of power. While the Jeromes danced and shopped, Bismarck was redefining the map of Europe, intent on the unification of German states through (as he put it in a famous speech) “blood and iron” rather than long-winded speeches and consensus. A war with France, he calculated, would spur pan-German nationalism. In August 1870, the well-armed Prussian army invaded France, imposed crushing military defeats on French forces, and marched to the gates of Paris.

Everything happened so fast. The Second Empire collapsed, the emperor was deposed, the Third Republic was proclaimed, and a grueling siege of Paris began. Most of the American colony fled, and the crush at the railway stations was overwhelming. From New York, Leonard Jerome fired off a telegram telling his family to flee to London.

But Jennie’s mother could not bear the idea of abandoning their charmed life, plus a household of exquisite possessions and gowns. She insisted that a sprained ankle rendered her immobile. “And so we tarried,” Jennie would recall. “Our house became the rendezvous of the few of our French friends who had not gone to the front.” Jennie finally persuaded her mother to leave with a few possessions tied in tablecloths. She organized her maid Marie to help them to the railway station (Mrs. Jerome was pushed through Paris on a wheelbarrow) and then return to the house. Marie was given orders to pack their trunks and follow them the next day. But Marie and the trunks never came; the Jeromes caught the last train out of the besieged city before the Prussians halted rail travel. From Deauville, on France’s north coast, Clara Jerome and her daughters managed to find passage on a cross-channel steamer, but they arrived in England as refugees, with only the bags they could carry.

Mrs. Jerome and her daughters were devastated by their changed circumstances. “Debarred as we were from our bright little house and our household gods [sic] it was indeed a sad time,” Jennie would write later. Now, instead of a scintillating season of haute couture and gallant suitors in one of Europe’s most beautiful cities, she could look forward to “a winter spent in the gloom and fogs of London… our friends scattered, fighting or killed at the front.”10 London was indeed a dismal prospect; it was even more crowded and polluted than New York and had none of the lighthearted charms of the Paris of the Second Empire. Inadequate sewers and constant coal fires had made it into a stinking, squalid city, with regular outbreaks of typhoid and cholera. The rain was incessant; the sulfurous fog, composed of gas and coal dust, was sometimes so thick that boys carrying flashlights had to lead cabs and omnibuses through the streets. Yet London was safer than Paris in 1870, where the human suffering during the siege was terrible. Food hoarded in warehouses was rapidly consumed, and citizens were reduced to eating dogs, cats, rats, and zoo animals. Elephant trunk meat sold for eight dollars a pound.11 More Parisians (approximately 40,000) died of starvation and disease than of battle wounds during the four-month siege by the Prussians.

Leonard Jerome lived up to his wife’s expectations and his daughters’ dashing image of him. Summoned from New York by telegram, he swept his family into London and installed them in Brown’s, a small but smart hotel off Piccadilly. Their comfortable suite, furnished like an English country house with deep armchairs and chintz curtains, included a music room with two pianos so Clara and Jennie could practice their duets. From outside, the clip-clop of hansom cabs driving down Albemarle Street to clubs such as Boodle’s and Brooks’s filtered through the windows of the Georgian building. After the initial shock of loss, Mrs. Jerome got back to the serious business of her daughters’ education and hired a music teacher and a German governess.

Leonard’s finances had shrunk, but he protected his family from the worst of his misfortunes. They must have known that the mansion on Madison Avenue had been let, and there were no more flamboyant dinners featuring gold bracelet amuse-bouches. But there were no constraints on the Jerome clothing bills, reinforcing “Jennie’s disastrously optimistic belief that money would always be found,” suggests biographer Anne Sebba.12

Money was also found for Napoleonic keepsakes. As soon as they dared, Leonard and Clara Jerome and their daughters returned to Paris and found their residence (they had moved to even smarter lodgings, on Boulevard Haussmann) barely damaged. Leonard packed up their valuable collection of Italian paintings. On the grounds of the smoldering Tuileries Palace, Clara chanced upon an open-air auction of imperial possessions. She noticed a gilt-edged dinner service with golden crowns and the initial N (for Napoleon) and immediately decided that she wanted this keepsake of the glorious French court she had loved so much. Her bid was successful, and she hired men with barrows to take the service home.13 The purchase reflected not only her love of France but also her single-mindedness when she decided she wanted something. (Her grandson Winston Churchill would relish using the service at Chartwell, his home in Kent, six decades later.)

Jennie was heartbroken by the state of the city. “Ruins everywhere. The sight of the Tuileries and the Hôtel de Ville made me cry. St. Cloud, the scene of many pleasant expeditions, was a thing of the past, the lovely château razed to the ground. And if material Paris was damaged, the social fabric was even more so… Some of our friends were killed, others ruined or in mourning, and all broken-hearted and miserable, hiding in their houses, and refusing to be comforted.”14

Many Americans welcomed the collapse of the Second Empire. Elihu Washburne, the American minister, wrote privately, “I am rejoiced beyond expression at the downfall of this miserable dynasty and the establishment of the Republic.”15 But Jennie’s sympathies were entirely with the aristocrats among whom her mother had hoped her daughters might find spouses. She was too young and naive to understand the complexities of the crisis from which France would slowly emerge: the left-wing forces unleashed by the briefly triumphant Paris Commune after the siege was lifted, France’s shift to a Republican model of government, French resentment of a ruthless Germany that would simmer for the next half century. All she knew was that the Second Empire’s glamorous court life was over.

The challenge for Jennie’s mother was to relaunch her daughters into an entirely different society—the British aristocracy. In London, the entry point for the Jeromes was through the network of titled French refugees to whom Mrs. Jerome remained close, and who congregated in the Brown’s Hotel suite. It helped that her daughter Clara had recruited several admirers in Paris salons; it was even more helpful that Jennie and Clara were much in demand to play delightful duets at elegant drawing room teas. Clara, blond and ethereal, was overshadowed by her dark-haired, more assertive sister, who used her husky voice and sooty eyelashes to great effect with potential admirers. Together the two eldest Jerome girls (Leonie had been packed off to boarding school in Wiesbaden) made a good-looking, talented, and charming pair.

Thanks to their childhood in New York and Paris, Clara and Jennie were more accomplished and polished than young women with less education who had rarely stepped onto foreign soil. Growing up in three different metropolises gave Jennie and her sister an additional advantage. They were social chameleons, fluent in English and French, with an outsider’s antennae for the rules and rituals of each culture—the table manners, the correct addresses, the seating protocols, and the taboos. Clara would obey the rules in order to “belong.” Jennie would grasp them, but after proving that she had absorbed them, she liked to flout them.




IV

The Jeromes remained unsettled in London, where Clara had caught typhus, so in July 1871 Leonard decided to take his family to Cowes, on the Isle of Wight, off the south coast of England. In some ways, Cowes was the English equivalent of Rhode Island’s Newport, where the Jeromes had spent summers ten years earlier. It was a modest seaside town that had become a smart resort for the aristocratic circles in which Clara was eager to mingle. But while Newport flaunted palatial “cottages” and American millionaires, Cowes boasted elaborate yachts and British and European nobility. The Royal Yacht Squadron, then the most exclusive yacht club in the world, was housed in a castle built by Henry VIII, and in the 1860s the town liked to style itself as the “Yachting Capital of the World.”
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