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“IT TOOK A KITTY KELLEY TO BRING TO PAGE 1 [FRONT PAGE NEW YORK TIMES, 4/6/91] MATTERS THAT SHOULD HAVE BEEN REPORTED DAY-BY-DAY WHEN RONALD REAGAN WAS IN THE WHITE HOUSE. …”

—Harrison E. Salisbury, New York Newsday

“Of all the fictions perpetrated in American politics, perhaps one of the most absurd is that First Ladies have no power. . . . NANCY REAGAN: THE UNAUTHORIZED BIOGRAPHY by Kitty Kelley could forever shatter that myth. … In Ms. Kelley’s scalding portrait … the picture of an American political family falling apart, over and over and over … is both POIGNANT AND WITHERING.”

—The New York Times

“KITTY KELLEY’S BIOGRAPHY IS A SOBER CLASSIC, a study of what it means to be an American. … EXCELLENT.”

—Washington Post Book World

“Kelley is reputed to be the Saddam Hussein of privacy invasion. But if biography doesn’t invade privacy it simply isn’t doing its job. … We’ve created—and Kelley has every right to take advantage of this—a culture that thrives on scandal and gossip about the rich, famous and powerful.”

—Newsweek

A Literary Guild Main Selection

“KELLEY HAS PRODUCED A BOOK THAT EXPOSES MORE INTIMATE DETAILS THAN EVER BEFORE REVEALED ABOUT A LIVING FORMER PRESIDENT’S WIFE. NANCY REAGAN: The Unauthorized Biography … is a tough book about a tough woman. It is also an important book, breaking the polite publishing taboo that has protected first ladies. …”

—Seattle Post-Intelligencer

“Those who like and respect The Gipper and his beloved Nancy will loathe this book. … THOSE WHO LOVE TO HATE THE FORMER FIRST COUPLE WILL . . . STAY UP ALL NIGHT READING IT. Kelley spared few dark details about this journey from casting couch to Oval Office. …”

—Orlando Sentinel

“Ms. Kelley . . . specializes in dishing up dirt on celebrities. … It is quite fun reading about Mrs. Reagan’s bizarre present-giving habits (she recycled unwanted booty) and other minor foibles.”

—The Economist

“GOSSIP SERVES AS JUSTICE IN A CORRUPT WORLD. … In a real sense, the Reagans are getting the comeuppance they deserve . . . turnabout against hypocrites is always fair play, whatever their politics, and NO SYSTEM YET HAS DEVISED A MORE EXQUISITE FORM OF PUNISHMENT THAN THE UNAUTHORIZED BIOGRAPHY.”

—The Nation

“This biography of Nancy Reagan sheds some light on one of the most influential people ever to occupy 1600 Pennsylvania Ave. … THE STORIES KELLEY TELLS WILL MAKE YOUR HAIR STAND ON END.”

—Baton Rouge Magazine

“The much-ballyhooed book . . . SERIOUSLY CHALLENGES WHAT LONG HAS BEEN THE CONVENTIONAL WISDOM ABOUT NANCY REAGAN’S ROLE AT THE WHITE HOUSE. And in so doing, it adds to the already burgeoning historical record of President Reagan’s many failures to fully take command of his own Administration and deals yet another blow to his place in history.”

—Los Angeles Times

“NANCY REAGAN: The Unauthorized Biography [is] a briskly written expose based on four years of research and 1,002 interviews with former White House aides, Reagan family members and others. ITS CONCLUSIONS HAVE THE RING OF TRUTH …”

—Cleveland Plain Dealer

“KITTY KELLEY’S PAGE-TURNER ABOUT NANCY REAGAN SAYS SOMETHING ABOUT THE REST OF US TOO . . . because Nancy Reagan is not the only one this biography indicts. It indicts a society content to elect and then reelect a puppet to the presidency, to overlook his vacantness, to idealize his idiocy, to ignore the incontrovertible evidence of his hypocrisy and, finally, to reward his greed.”

—Boston Globe

“. . . THE TELL-ALL BIOGRAPHY . . . NANCY REAGAN: The Unauthorized Biography has left the former first lady’s carefully crafted public images as shattered as the pathetic monument in Shelley’s poem ‘Ozymandias.’”

—Chicago Tribune

“The explosive book paints Nancy Reagan as the embodiment of 1980s greed—a power-hungry, image-obsessed woman who, guided by astrologers, ran the White House. … IT BURSTS WITH REVELATIONS. …”

—New York Daily News
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Acknowledgments

I was once convinced that His Way: The Unauthorized Biography of Frank Sinatra (Bantam Books, 1986) was the hardest book I would ever write. Some people were so terrified by the subject that they refused to talk to me for fear of physical reprisals. But that fright paled alongside the terror sparked by Nancy Reagan. This, at first, made no sense. Unlike Frank Sinatra, the former First Lady was not connected to organized crime; nor was she known to fly into violent rages. So I could not understand why people were so afraid of her. Yet anxiety was palpable on the part of many who were more than reticent to talk about her.

“She will ruin me,” said a former employee. “She will have me audited,” said a former neighbor. “She will get my husband fired,” said a former White House secretary.

It seemed preposterous that such power, real or imagined, could be exercised by the wife of the President of the United States, which Nancy Reagan was when I started researching this book. So I dismissed people’s fears as unfounded and shrugged off their warnings of intimidation—until July 20, 1988.

On that day I received a strange phone call from Mr. Frank Underwood of the FBI in Washington, D.C. He asked whether I was writing a book on Mrs. Reagan and whether the files requested under the Freedom of Information Act on the late Edith Davis, her mother, were for this book. I was stunned by the call because the FOIA requests had been submitted by my research assistant under her name. I said that the information was being gathered for this biography, and then asked the reason for such a telephone inquiry, which was highly unusual. “We just want to know if the information is for your book,” he said. He refused to elaborate. Was he acting on his own initiative or at the behest of his superiors, who may or may not have been reporting to the First Lady? I don’t know because he refused to say. After five more letters and two administrative appeals, my assistant’s request for information on Mrs. Davis and her undercover police activities was denied. After that, I began paying more attention to the pervasive influence of Nancy Reagan.

Some people’s fear of the former First Lady was real and understandable; the fear of others was just plain silly, as in the case of the chief White House usher, Gary Walters. He was called with two simple questions:

(1) What type of lilies did the First Lady use in the White House family quarters?

(2) What kind of white orchid did Mrs. Reagan leave for Mrs. Bush before departing the White House in 1989?

“That information is privileged and private,” said Walters. “I am not at liberty to release that information to you.”

Thinking the questions harmless, I ventured that the White House belonged to everyone, even those writing biographies. Since our taxes bought the flowers used by the First Family, I didn’t feel out of line asking about them. Besides, writers believe—as the architect Mies van der Rohe used to say—that God is in the details, as seemingly insignificant as they may be, but the White House usher was not persuaded.

“This is classified information,” he said, “and you have absolutely no right to it.”

I wrote to Mrs. Reagan seven times while researching this book, explaining that I was trying to do an in-depth biography that I hoped would stand the test of history. In each letter I requested an interview and even offered to submit questions in advance. I never received a response until last year when the director of planning for the Nancy Reagan Foundation answered my seventh letter by saying: “Mrs. Reagan is unable to comply with your request at this time and we do not foresee a time in the future when an interview could be arranged.”

Having been bruised in print myself, I know how it feels to be depicted unfairly and inaccurately, and I would never want to inflict that kind of pain on someone else. To be fair, accurate, and thorough, my research assistants and I tried to interview as many people as possible who had known and worked with Nancy Reagan throughout her life. We contacted friends, acquaintances, relatives, schoolmates, co-stars, neighbors, employees, and political aides of Ronald Reagan in California and Washington, D.C. Some of those who appreciated that history is best served by truthful recollection spoke openly and on the record; others spoke only on condition that their names not be used. In the end, the number of tape-recorded interviews reached 1,002, most of which are documented in the chapter notes at the end of the book.

I drew from presidential documents, FBI files, financial disclosures, IRS returns, letters, diaries, memoirs, oral histories, film archives, personal recollections, calendars, and correspondence. I tried to go beyond “the clothes and buttons of a person,” which is how Mark Twain defined biography, to answer that everlasting question: “What’s she really like?” Throughout the writing, I followed the creed of the preacher in John Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath who left the cloth: “There ain’t no sin and there ain’t no virtue. There’s just stuff people do. It’s all part of the same thing. And some of the things folks do is nice, and some ain’t nice, but that’s as far as any man got a right to say.”

A few years ago Stuart Applebaum, vice president of publicity and public relations for Bantam Doubleday Dell, showed me the value of a publishing mishpocah (Yiddish for family), and throughout this project I’ve been blessed with the best. My gifted researcher, Melissa D. Smalling, coordinated the massive files for this book, and for four years she has worked indefatigably, bringing superior intelligence and immense good cheer to all her tasks. Without this extraordinary young woman, I would have no book. I also received expert assistance from Pamela Warrick on the West Coast and Aura Lippincott, Elena Gleckas, Sam Dixon, and Lisa Melmed in Washington. In New York City, Henri Astier researched old city directories and telephone books while Mervin Block did the research work of ten men. In London I was helped by Angela Murphy; Nicholas Gordon of YOU magazine; by my British literary agent, Deborah Rogers of Rogers, Coleridge & White, Ltd.; and my British publisher, Mark Barty-King, managing director of Bantam Press.

Within my literary agency, International Creative Management, I’m most grateful to Wayne Kabak, Sam Cohn, Esther Newberg, Suzanne Gluck, Heather Schroder, and Adele Fisher. At Simon & Schuster I’ve been buoyed by the support of C.E.O. Richard Snyder, the phenomenal editorial talent of Alice Mayhew, and the marketing genius of Charlie Hayward, Jack McKeown, and Judy Lee; plus Victoria Meyer in publicity; Marcella Berger in subsidiary rights; Eve Metz and Rick Willett in production; Frank Metz, head of the art department; Marcia Peterson, Sophie Sorkin, and Sarajane Herman in copy editing; Marie Florio in serial rights; Washington editor Marie Arana-Ward; George Hodgman, Adelle Stan, and Vincent Virga, who compiled the photographs for the book. Irwyn Applebaum, president and publisher of Pocket Books, deserves special thanks for providing one of the book’s most important sources, and my deepest gratitude to Jeanne Bernkopf, who patiently smoothed the rough edges of an unwieldy manuscript. I also appreciate the time her husband, Michael Bernkopf, Ph.D., donated on his word processor. My thanks, also, to the most important lawyers in my life: my father, William V. Kelley of Witherspoon, Kelley, Davenport & Toole in Spokane, Washington, and Benjamin L. Zelenko and Robert L. Wald of Nussbaum and Wald in Washington, D.C.

Librarians, curators, and archivists contributed greatly to this project, and I’m indebted to the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences in Los Angeles; Alexandria Public Library’s librarians in Virginia; Carol Applegate, Princeton High School, Princeton, New Jersey; Jeanne Baron, editorial librarian of Washingtonian; Bill Barrett of ACTION; Jack Begg, librarian of the New York Post; Diana R. Brown and Roger Mayer of Turner Entertainment for providing access to the MGM legal files; Nettie Brown, librarian of the Modesto Bee, Modesto, California; Marshall Bullock, reference librarian, Petersburg Public Library, Petersburg, Virginia; Larry Campbell, Registry of Charitable Trusts of California; the Chicago Historical Society; Church of Latter Day Saints Family History Center’s staff, Kensington, Maryland; Ned Comstock and Gary Bryson, Cinema Library of the University of Southern California; Brian Daly, the Little Brown Church, Studio City, California; Daughters of the American Revolution Library, Washington, D.C.; Conley Edwards, head of public services, Virginia State Library, Richmond, Virginia; Martin I. Elzy, assistant director, Jimmy Carter Presidential Library; Judy Gerritts, librarian, the San Francisco Examiner; Regina Greenwell, archivist, Lyndon Baines Johnson Presidential Library; Greenwood Memorial Park, Phoenix, Arizona; Carol Hale, Ziegfeld Club of New York City; John Hanley, Congressional Cemetery, Washington, D.C.; John Haydon, Washington Times; Linda Henzell, University of Wisconsin Center for Film; Richard L. Holzhausen, audiovisual archivist, Gerald R. Ford Presidential Library; Sue Hornik of Common Cause, Washington, D.C.; Joan Howard, Nixon Presidential Materials Project, Alexandria, Virginia; Just Say No Foundation, Walnut Creek, California; the John F. Kennedy Presidential Library, Boston, Massachusetts; Fred Klose, archivist, National Archives Regional Branch, Los Angeles, California; the Library of Congress, Washington, D.C.; Mark Locher, public relations director, Screen Actors Guild, Los Angeles, California; Marion Marshall, Tax Analysts, Falls Church, Virginia; Martin Luther King, Jr., Public Library’s Washingtonian Room staff, Washington, D.C.; Velma Martin, St. Mary’s Church, Washington, D.C.; Mrs. McGinty, St. Patrick’s Church, Washington, D.C.; Anne Moffett, Time, Washington, D.C.; Barry Morrison, Chicago Anti-Defamation League; Nan Mould, Fourth Presbyterian Church, Chicago; the National Archives, Washington, D.C.; the National Geographic Society’s library, Washington, D.C.; Marc Pachter and the Washington Biography Group; Maria Parisi, the National Portrait Gallery, Smithsonian Institution; Tony Phipps, film society manager, Screen Actors Guild, Los Angeles, California; Emily Piper, Berkshire Athenaeum, Pittsfield, Massachusetts; Phoenix Public Library; Princeton Seminary, Princeton, New Jersey; Mary Reyner, Sidwell Friends School of Washington, D.C.; Roscan Richmond, Screen Actors Guild, Los Angeles, California; Faigie Rosenthal and Bob Athons, New York Daily News library; Rick Ryan, Princeton University; the Sacramento Bee librarians and public relations office; Larry Salmon, Junior League of Chicago; Caroline Schaffner, curator, theater museum of the Museum of Repertoire Americana; Ann Schlosser, Warner Bros. Collection, University of Southern California; Tom Shorebird, archivist, the National Theatre, Washington, D.C.; Margery Sly, college archivist, Smith College, Northampton, Massachusetts; William J. Stewart, acting director, Gerald R. Ford Presidential Library; Mark Swartz, Shubert Archives, New York City; Dorothy Swerdlove, curator, theater division, New York Public Library; Merle Thomason, librarian, Fairchild Publications; William Lewis Tucker, president/founder of Uniphoto, Washington, D.C.; Adelaide Tyson, Chi Phi Fraternity, Atlanta, Georgia; University of Southern California University Library Special Collections Department; Connie Stokes and all the volunteers at the Columbia Historical Society, Washington, D.C.; Barclay Walsh, The New York Times, Washington, D.C.; Carol Perry Wilson, Office of External Affairs, National Spiritual Assembly of the Bahais of the United States; George Wilson, Pittsfield High School, Pittsfield, Massachusetts; Nona Yates, Los Angeles Times library.

Editors, writers, and reporters across the country took the time to answer questions and share their stories. For this and much more, I’m grateful to Roy Aarons, Oakland Tribune; R. W. Apple, The New York Times; Deborah Armida, Oakland Tribune; Roberta Ashley, Cosmopolitan; Lissa August, Time; Eileen Bailey, editor and publisher, V Magazine, Phoenix, Arizona; Fred Barnes, New Republic; Laurence Barrett, Time; Edward Baumann, Chicago Tribune; Jim Bellows, vice president/news, MediaNews Group; Leslie Bennetts, Vanity Fair; Beverly Beyette, Los Angeles Times; Marie Brenner, Vanity Fair; Ian Brodie, Daily Telegraph of London; Christopher Buckley; John Buckley; Lou Cannon; Otis Chandler, chairman of the board, Los Angeles Times; Garry Clifford, People; Joan Connelly, Time; Ken Cummins, City Paper, Washington, D.C.; Lisa Dallos, CNN; Tom DeFrank, Newsweek; Brian Doyle, Time; Margaret Engel, director, Alicia Patterson Foundation; Peter Fares, New York Post; Murray Gart, Time; Vera Glaser, Washingtonian; Nicholas Gordon, YOU Magazine; Joel Greenberg, Los Angeles Times; David Grogan, People Magazine; Anthony Haden-Guest, Vanity Fair; Don Harris, Arizona Republic, Peter Hayes, editorial page editor, Sacramento Union; William Hifner, The Washington Post; Warren Hinckle, associate editor, San Francisco Examiner; Eleanor Harris Howard; Peter Kalikow, owner, New York Post; Charles Kelly, Arizona Republic; Ron Kessler; Jerry Knight, The Washington Post; Jesse Kornbluth, Vanity Fair; Irv Kupcinet, Chicago Sun Times; Jane Lane, M; Annie Leibovitz, Vanity Fair; Madeline L’Engle; Lee Lescaze, The Wall Street Journal; Bettyjane Levine, Los Angeles Times; Barbara Lieber, People; Lorrie Lynch, USA Today; Julia Malone, Cox Newspapers; John Mashek, Boston Globe; Robert Massie; Chris Matthews, San Francisco Chronicle; Bea Maxwell, Los Angeles Times; Jane Mayer, The Wall Street Journal; Colman McCarthy, The Washington Post; Sandra McElwaine; Gordon McKenzie, London Daily Mail; Bill McPherson; Marianne Means, Hearst Newspapers; Elizabeth Mehren, Los Angeles Times; Jack Nelson, bureau chief, Los Angeles Times, Washington, D.C.; Johanna Neuman, USA Today; William Norwich, New York Daily News; Jerry O’Leary, The Washington Times; Peter Osterlund, Christian Science Monitor; Bob Pack, Washingtonian Magazine; John Pekkanen, Reader’s Digest; Charlie Peters, Washington Monthly; Jay Peterzel, Time; Bill Plante, CBS News; Donnie Radcliffe, The Washington Post; Peter Range, U.S. News & World Report; Bill Regardie, Regardie’s; Cathy Rehl, “Good Morning America”; David Richards, The New York Times, and Orville Richards; Phyllis Richman, The Washington Post; Sue Riley, Los Angeles Daily News; Phyllis Rose; Mike Royko, Chicago Tribune; John Sansing, executive editor, Washingtonian; Robert Scheer, Los Angeles Times; Neang Seng, Time; Lloyd Shearer, Parade; Ira Silverman, NBC-TV; Barbara Simmonds, The Berkshire Eagle; Peggy Simpson, Hearst Newspapers; Martin Smith, Sacramento Bee; Robert J. Smith, Chicago Tribune; Lesley Stahl, CBS-TV; Susan Stamberg, National Public Radio; Jack Star; Warren Steibel, producer, William Buckley’s “Firing Line”; Basil Talbott; Strobe Talbott, Time; Nan and Gay Talese; Michael Thomas; Robert Thompson, former D.C. bureau chief, Hearst Newspapers; Dennis Troute, ABC-TV; R. Emmett Tyrrell, Jr., The American Spectator; Owen Ull-man, Knight-Ridder Newspapers; Nicholas von Hoffman; Denny Walsh, San Jose Mercury-News; Ellen Warren, Knight-Ridder Newspapers; Paul Wieck, Albuquerque Journal; Louis Wolf, co-editor, Covert Action Information Bulletin; Bob Woodward, The Washington Post; Judy York, Avenue M.
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It is easier to pretend to be what you are not than to hide what you really are; but he that can accomplish both has little to learn in hypocrisy.

Charles Caleb Colton
Lacon
1825
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Two entries on Nancy Reagan’s birth certificate are still accurate—her sex and her color. Almost every other item was invented then or later reinvented. In truth, the certificate itself gave birth to two generations of lies.

The original facts about the infant Anne Frances Robbins, now Nancy Reagan, were carefully rewritten:

She revised her date of birth, concealed her birthplace, and cast aside her father.

In her memoirs, she asserted she forgot the name of the hospital where she was born and added that “it burned down years ago.” In fact, not only did Sloane Hospital in New York City not burn down, but according to its official history it did not have a fire.

As for her date of birth, Nancy said coyly at the age of sixty-nine, “I still haven’t made up my mind.” The certificate says she was born July 6, 1921. But when she grew up, she altered the date to 1923—thereby taking off two years.

When her mother gave her own age on her daughter’s birth certificate, she took off four years; she was thirty-three at Nancy’s birth. Her husband was twenty-seven, but she listed him as twenty-eight.

Edith Luckett’s birthplace is recorded as Petersburg, Virginia. In fact, she was born in Washington, D.C. She is listed as a housewife, but she was an actress, a declasse profession in those days.

Anne Frances Robbins fabricated not only a new background for herself, but also a new foreground. She was named for her father’s great-great-great-grandmother, Anne Ayres, and her maternal grandmother, Sarah Frances. The baby girl was nicknamed Nancy by her mother. At the age of seventeen, Anne Frances went to court to change her entire name. She dropped her father’s name and eventually dropped him.

Her father was “a Princeton graduate from a well-to-do family,” she asserted in her memoirs. In fact, he did not attend Princeton—or any college. His family, from Pittsfield, Massachusetts, was not well-to-do. But even after disowning him, Nancy clung to those pretensions.

When the brown-haired, brown-eyed Anne Frances was born, her parents were living in a poor section of Flushing, Queens, an outer borough of New York City. They were renting one floor of a two-story frame house on Amity Street near the railroad tracks.

Nancy Reagan spent so many years redesigning the facts of her life that she came to accept her masquerade as real.

By the time she became First Lady, the mask had become the face. History was about to be deceived.

“The truth is rarely pure,” wrote Oscar Wilde in The Importance of Being Earnest, “and never simple.” The retrieval of Nancy Reagan’s birth certificate—the one tie to her past that she has been unable to shed—provides the country with an opportunity to take a second look at its former First Lady. A look at the face behind the mask.
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“To understand Nancy, you’ve got to understand her mother and the life she invented for herself,” said Lester Weinrott, a Chicago friend of Edith’s. “Her mother made it up out of whole cloth. She invented herself. She created the stage, the scenery, and all the props. She constructed it out of spit. I shake my head in admiration because Edie, or Deedle as I called her, was a phenomenon. Unfortunately, her daughter did not lay claim to the best part of her gene pool, but at least she learned enough to make her husband President of the United States.

“What a mouth she [Edith] had,” Weinrott went on. “Edie had the foulest mouth in the world and she told the dirtiest, filthiest jokes you ever heard in your life, but she played the role of a Southern belle to the hilt.” Edith punctuated her musical drawl with every four-letter word known to stevedores, but always added a gracious “by your leave,” “please,” and “thank you.”

Edith Prescott Luckett was born in Washington, D.C., on July 16, 1888, in an era so prim that books by male and female authors were still separated on library shelves. But this seventh and last child of Sarah Frances Whitlock and Charles Edward Luckett would never be a part of her strait laced generation.

Edith was born when Grover Cleveland was President of thirty-eight states and twenty-two territories. She arrived before the advent of the automobile and the telephone, when the typewriter was new on the market and the average American worker earned 22 cents an hour. In those days, where one came from determined who one was. Which is why she later concocted a Southern aristocracy for herself and social affluence for her family. Her mother had been born in Petersburg, Virginia, and prided herself on being a Southerner. By the time Edith grew up, she had adopted a honeyed accent and fabricated a magnolia lineage to the First Families of Virginia. She put herself forward as a daughter of the Confederacy, a product of ante-bellum gentry. This despite the fact that Edith’s mother, Sarah Luckett, ran boardinghouses in the teeming Irish Catholic section of Washington, D.C., known as Swampoodle (“a swamp filled with puddles,” wrote a newspaperman of the time), and her father, Charles Luckett, worked by the railroad tracks as a clerk for the Adams Express Company.

In later years, Edith would spin tales of her elegant family plantation background in Virginia, where she claimed to have attended a private boarding school. In fact, she was reared on the poverty-filled streets of the District of Columbia, where her poor, hard-working parents moved from one little red-brick row house to another, and she attended public school, but did not graduate from high school. In the first ten years of her life, her family moved five times within a four-block area, never able to better themselves in the process. The introduction of horsecars and electric trolleys brought noise to the downtown area of the nation’s capital, and so the more prosperous residents followed the elegant carriages north to quieter locales. The Lucketts could not afford to move, so they remained downtown in dismal rental units over buggy stables, near the place where Abraham Lincoln died.

Throughout her life, Edith beguiled reporters with her phony genealogy. “I’m Southern, and that’s the cute part about it,” she told one writer a few years before she died. “My father and mother had to move up [north], but my mother went back to Petersburg to have all of her children born so that they wouldn’t be born damn Yankees. Don’t you love that?”

Actually, all of Sarah’s children were born in Washington, D.C. except for her first. Traveling 130 miles from the District of Columbia to Petersburg, Virginia, for seven pregnancies was beyond the means of the Lucketts at the turn of the century, but not beyond Edith’s imagination.

In 1907, Charles Luckett was promoted to manager of the F Street branch of the Adams Express Company, and with all the children working, including the two daughters, the family’s fortunes finally improved enough so they could move into one of Washington’s new apartment buildings. Unfortunately, what the gods of good fortune bestowed, they also snatched away.

At eleven o’clock on the morning of July 1, 1907, Edith’s twenty-seven-year-old brother, Raleigh, walked into the Garrick Club on Pennsylvania Avenue and ordered a drink. When it was served, he pushed it away and left the table, heading for one of the reading rooms in the back. There he sat down on a sofa, pulled out a handgun, and shot himself in the chest. Hearing the blast, club members assumed it was merely the beginning of an early Fourth of July celebration, but minutes later they found Raleigh slumped over in a bloody heap, the smoking gun dangling from his left hand. “It’s all over now,” he gasped. “Telephone Joe.”

His brother Joseph, the manager of the Columbia Theater, was immediately summoned, as were his father, mother, and two sisters. They rushed to the hospital, where they found Raleigh conscious but in critical condition. The bullet had penetrated his right breast and lay lodged in the membranes of his spinal cord, paralyzing him below the waist.

“Pop, it’s all over, it’s all over,” he said when his father entered the room. Pouring out his despair over being separated from his wife and two sons, Raleigh said his life was no longer worth living. He refused to be consoled by reassurances that he would survive if the doctors could perform the surgery necessary to remove the bullet. Rather, he seemed determined to die.

“It’s no use, Pop. It’s no use,” he said.

Hoping to rally the will of his son, the senior Luckett sent for Raleigh’s young wife, Gertrude, who was staying with her parents at their summer home in Laurel, Maryland. She hastened to the hospital with her two little children and her father, Colonel M. R. Harlow. By then, Raleigh had lost so much blood that he was slipping in and out of consciousness. Heartsick and hysterical, Gertrude rushed to his side and apologized over and over for whatever she had done to offend him. She begged his forgiveness.

By 6:00 the next evening, the doctors admitted it was hopeless to attempt surgery and told the family that death was imminent. As she sat by her husband’s side, Gertrude was inconsolable.

“Are you glad to see me, Raleigh? Are you glad to see me?” she asked.

“I’m awfully glad,” he whispered at one point. He made a feeble effort to put his arms around her, but his lungs were so filled with blood that he fell back on the pillows, no strength left. His two-year-old son, Raleigh Jr., sat on the bed, near the father he had not seen for two months.

At fifty-three, Sarah Luckett had already buried two sons: Louis a month after he was born and Charles of tuberculosis when he was twenty-one years old. Her baby daughter Ella had died of cholera in infancy, and now she was watching her fourth child succumb—a suicide. Rocking back and forth in a chair, she buried her head in her hands and sobbed. Edith, nineteen, and her twenty-three-year-old sister, Virginia, also turned away, too agitated to watch their brother’s deathbed reconciliation with his wife and children.

Raleigh died at 9:20 that night. On the Fourth of July, Charles and Sarah Luckett accompanied their son’s coffin to Congressional Cemetery, where so many of their children lay buried.

Three years later, the city of Washington would read about the Lucketts again, but this time the stories would feature Edith, the youngest, who finally had persuaded her brother Joe to allow her to appear on stage at the Columbia Theater.

“I had no lines to say. I just laid [sic] there in the bed looking sad,” she said years later. “When the curtain went down, I hopped out of bed and said, ‘Don’t cry. I’m alive!’ I talked to the audience!”

The winsome young girl with angelic blond hair and larkspur blue eyes thrived on the applause she received that evening and decided then, despite her family’s objections, to pursue her future in front of the footlights.

She began by understudying the leading ladies who performed at the Columbia Theater, where romances and comedies of doubtful merit made up the bulk of the stock company’s offerings. Tickets at the Columbia sold for 25, 50, and 75 cents, while at the more established (respectable) National Theater orchestra seats cost $2.

One of her first notices read: “Little Edith Luckett has beauty, wit and talent. … Her prattle is as merry as the chirp of the cricket on the hearth, her eyes blue and her hair wavy. She has been brought to public notice by her remarkable cleverness, her grace and her sweet, pretty face.”

The hallmark of Edith’s life would be that “remarkable cleverness.” At an early age, she grasped the value of meeting the right people and making the right connections. She quickly learned to advance herself. She began by using the theatrical contacts of her brother Joe, who got her placed with a revival of The Crisis in New York. Later, she became a member of a stock company in Minneapolis for a season. She returned to New York in 1910 to act in Drifting, a play soon to be forgotten.

Undeterred, Edith returned to Washington in 1911 to play in The Fortune Hunter, where she was mentioned by the Washington Star as an actress “whose steady progress promises a speedy fulfillment of the predictions of her numerous friends.”

“The will to grow was everywhere written large, and to grow at no matter what or whose expense,” wrote Henry James, characterizing the start of the twentieth century. He might just as well have been describing the ambition of Edith Prescott Luckett, who was determined to become an actress no matter what the cost. She accepted every job that came her way, toured in summer stock, and spent all her money on hobble skirts, cloche hats, silk stockings, and osprey plumes so that she could dress the part of a soubrette. “In stock, you know, one has to have a new gown every week,” she told the Boston Traveler and Evening Herald. “It would never do to wear the same one twice. It takes a lot of time and thought and, what is more, a lot of money. But I don’t begrudge either. The experience has been worth all it cost me.”

At that time, stock companies covered the country like dewdrops, and every city that had an opera house turned it into a theater in the winter to pay the bills. Even a city as small as Pittsfield, Massachusetts—population 25,000 in the early 1900s—had a permanent stock company. It played the Colonial Theater (capacity: 1,400), where Edith Luckett, known to her stage friends as Lucky, was described as “an actress who is forging ahead rapidly.”

With four years’ experience, Edith took her career very seriously. When her boss, William Parke of Pittsfield’s Parke Stock Company, insisted she play Mary in If You’re Only Human in Boston, she refused. She said the role would damage her professional reputation.

William Parke threatened to fire her if she didn’t accept. She held her ground, offering instead to obtain a substitute actress from New York and pay her salary and expenses. “I even offered to provide her gowns,” said Edith.

When Parke told her to consider herself fired, she called her brother’s friend Jack S. Connolly of the Boston Herald and asked for help. He, in turn, called producer George M. Cohan in New York City, who offered Edith a part in the new company of Broadway Jones. Edith accepted immediately and announced her departure from Pittsfield.

The road show of Broadway Jones was George M. Cohan’s farewell to acting and Edith’s chance to be associated with the most dynamic figure in American theater during the early 1900s. She seized the opportunity, hoping that Cohan would later cast her in one of his Broadway shows. He never did, but she mastered the publicity game by getting her name in the paper in every city the company toured. She never failed to regale male reporters with one of her “whizzers,” as she called her gritty bathroom jokes, and always posed willingly for photographers. One day she walked into a restaurant with the dog that was in the play. She sat down and ordered two meals, one for herself and one for her mongrel co-star. The waiter, who could hardly believe his eyes, said that it was against the rules to allow dogs to eat out of restaurant plates.

“That’s all right,” chirped Edith. “I have my own plate.” She opened her bag and brought out a little bib, a silver plate, and an Irish linen napkin. Later, she complained to the cashier. “This is not a regular dog,” she said. “She is an actress and plays one of the principal parts in Broadway Jones and has taken several ribbons in Boston and New York at dog shows. She is very sensitive and I think your waiter has insulted her. In the future we will have to go elsewhere.”

Edith received surprisingly good reviews in Broadway Jones. A Toledo, Ohio, theater critic applauded her “girlish and interesting work.” The critic of the Minneapolis Journal even reviewed her gowns. “Like most Southern girls, Miss Luckett has a natural taste for clothes,” he wrote, “and is always most attractively gowned. Among the younger actresses, she has risen to a conspicuous place within a half dozen years. Perhaps the next time she comes she will be heading her own company.”

In 1913, when Edith was twenty-five years old but claiming to be twenty, she announced her engagement to Edward A. R. Brown, from “a wealthy, well-known New York family.” She said she would leave the stage when they married and live happily ever after in Pittsfield. The engagement did not last, but Edith remained in Pittsfield, continuing her career. She thrived on being in a profession barely considered reputable at a time when signs still hung in hotels saying, “No Actors or Dogs Allowed.”

Edith remained single long after most of her contemporaries were married and having children, and she flaunted her friendship with actress Alia Nazimova, one of the theater’s most prominent lesbians. She was an ardent suffragist, saying that if American women were given the vote they could eliminate child labor in the United States.

Bawdy, raucous, and full of outrageous fun, Edith flouted conventions—smoking and swearing openly—but she made friends with everyone, including William Parke, who later asked her to rejoin his company. It was in Pittsfield that she met and fell in love with a handsome man six years her junior and decided, once again, to get married.

Kenneth Seymour Robbins came from an old New England family. He was the only son of John N. and Anne Ayres Robbins, who lived in a large house on Brenton Terrace. Ken was a salesman for the Berkshire Life Insurance Company. His father was vice president of W. E. Tillotson Manufacturing Company, and his mother was the great-great-niece of the first Episcopal nun in America, Sister Anne Ayres, who helped found St. Luke’s Hospital in New York City. The family took pride in their ancestors, including Ken’s maternal grandfather, Captain Frederick August Francis, a Civil War hero, who was married to Elizabeth Root, daughter of a general and granddaughter of one of the founders of Pittsfield.

Ken’s parents were hardly overjoyed with their twenty-two-year-old son’s courtship of an actress, especially one so much older than he. But Ken was enchanted with the local leading lady who showed the same drive and verve as his mother. “He’d be naturally attracted to someone strong-willed like his mother because while Ken was sweet and charming, he was a weak man and most definitely a mama’s boy,” said a cousin.

On June 27, 1916, Edith and Ken slipped off to Burlington, Vermont, to be married by a Congregational minister. The twenty-seven-year-old bride claimed to be twenty-four years old on her marriage certificate so she would appear to be only two years older than her twenty-two-year-old groom.

After their honeymoon, Edith and Ken returned to the Berkshires, where they started their married life in a farmhouse in Brainard, New York, owned by Ken’s father.

Nine months later, President Woodrow Wilson called for a declaration of war against Germany. Ken enlisted in the army and served as a sergeant in the quartermaster corps until he was released on January 22, 1919. His honorable discharge papers said that he was a man of “excellent” character, “honest and faithful.”

Ken’s father had died in 1917 and left him some money, so he and Edith moved to New York City, where he worked as an agent for a life insurance company. Edith was given a small part by her friend Alla Nazimova in ’Ception Shoals.

In 1920, after four years of marriage, Edith, who was thirty-two years old, became pregnant, and Ken wanted to return to Pittsfield to raise their child. Edith would not hear of it. Having tried and failed to get into the movies, she was now determined to pursue her dreams on Broadway. Ken acceded to the wishes of his remarkably clever wife and remained in New York with her for as long as he could stand it.



3

“Nancy has tried to destroy her father’s good image by saying that he was a ne’er-do-well who sold used cars, deserted her at birth, and left her mother destitute,” said Kathleen Young, a cousin of Kenneth Robbins, who met Nancy as a child. “It breaks my heart to read those things because they’re simply not true.”

“She has made some very nasty remarks about her father and how he mistreated her, but he was a kind, dear person,” said Marian Swingle, who was married to Ken’s brother-in-law by his later marriage.

In the opinion of his family, Kenneth Seymour Robbins was maligned by his one and only child, who resented the disintegration of her parents’ marriage that left her a ward of relatives for the formative years of her youth. She later spoke of those years to Susan Crosland of the Sunday Times of London.

“The early childhood certainly left its mark,” Nancy said in 1985. “But everything leaves its mark on you. Doesn’t it? I’m not terribly good at psychoanalyzing myself.”

Throughout her life, Nancy avoided any kind of self-analysis. Always declining to answer questions about her early childhood, she spoke only in glossy generalities. “Those were good old times in the good old days, a peaceful time in a peaceful place,” she wrote in her autobiography. By then she had drawn a shade over the remembered reality, blocking out unpleasant, uncomfortable memories. She fully embraced the concept of corriger la fortune—the French expression meaning to correct one’s fortune through denial of the past. Still, she never could camouflage the laceration of growing up without her mother and father. A thin layer of sadness seemed to envelop her like a shroud, causing her to cry easily and often at the most trivial things. “I puddle up reading the phone book,” she admitted many years later. That scar left her with gnawing insecurities all of her life, rendering her unable to give and receive love naturally, which, in turn, seared her own children.

For the first year or so after giving birth, Edith tried to accommodate herself to the rituals of domesticity, but she could never quite shake the stardust of the stage. When she decided that Nancy should be properly christened, she shocked her puritan mother-in-law by choosing her lesbian friend Alia Nazimova to be the godmother. “Zim,” as Edie called her, was a famous silent screen star renowned for the seances she held at her Hollywood palace, which became the Garden of Allah Hotel. Nazimova so dazzled Rudolph Valentino that he married, serially, two of the lesbians from her coterie.

“Edith told me that she and Alia Nazimova were very close friends, but whether there was ever a lesbian relationship between them, I don’t know,” said Les Weinrott. “There could have been in those early theater days, but once Deedle remarried and moved to Chicago, I think she probably flew pretty straight.”

As a new mother, Edith reveled in showing off her baby. “Oh, you must come to dinner and meet my husband and see our new baby,” Edith told Dorothy Stimson Bullitt, the founder of King Broadcasting Company in Seattle, who replied, “I’d like that very much. I’d also like to bring a present for your new baby. What does she need?”

“I want my baby to have a book,” said Edith. “I’m asking all my friends to give the baby a book.”

“A book? A baby book?”

“No, I don’t want a book that the baby would like. I want a book that you like, because then, when my baby grows up, she’ll have a proper diversified library. So please bring one of your favorite books.”

Refusing to be confined by her new responsibilities, Edith continued accepting every invitation that came her way, appearing with or without her husband at cocktail parties, and sometimes carrying her baby in her arms. By 1923, her enchantment with motherhood had worn as thin as her marriage, so Kenneth Robbins returned to Pittsfield and lived with his mother while Edith rented a room on West 49th Street in Manhattan, determined to resume her career with a traveling stock company. She took two-year-old Nancy to Bethesda, Maryland, to be reared by her older sister, Virginia, and her husband, C. Audley Galbraith, a good, solid man who had been devoted to the Luckett family since marrying Edith’s sister in 1904. Edith felt that he and Virginia could provide a much more stable environment for her child than she could.

For the next five years, Nancy lived in a cramped little Dutch colonial house in the Battery Park section of Bethesda with her aunt, uncle, five-year-old cousin, Charlotte, and their wire-haired terrier, Ginger. The house had only two bedrooms, but a small sleeping space was made for Nancy on the upstairs porch. “We lived in a tiny, tiny house, which I can describe today down to the last detail,” she said many years later.

She has repressed the rest of the details of her childhood or else rearranged them for public consumption. She wrote that when she was four or five years old, she had double pneumonia, was “seriously ill,” and cried in misery for her mother. Her cousin Charlotte, who was three and a half years older than Nancy, does not recall this illness at all. Nor does she remember Nancy ever missing her mother. “But if she wrote it, I guess it must be true,” she said dutifully. Nancy also wrote that on one of her visits her mother had brought her a Mary Pickford wig of blond curls, which she loved to wear. Perplexed by the story, Charlotte said, “No . . . no, I don’t remember that either, but if Nancy wrote it, I guess . . . well, I guess it must’ve happened.”

In her selective recollections of childhood, Nancy never relates the many attempts her father made to stay in touch with her, but Charlotte remembers the visits to Bethesda by Kenneth Robbins and his mother, whom Nancy lovingly called Nanee. A handsome, gray-haired woman who splashed herself with violet toilet water, Anne Ayres Robbins cherished her only grandchild and never wanted to lose contact with her. She always remembered Nancy’s birthday, sent her presents for Christmas, cards for Thanksgiving, and candy for Halloween.

Every summer of her childhood, Nancy visited her father and grandmother at their house in Verona, New Jersey. Family photographs show that Ken and Nanee took Nancy to the beach shortly after Charles Lindbergh’s nonstop solo transatlantic flight in 1927 because Nancy, holding her father’s hand, is wearing a swimsuit emblazoned with Lindbergh’s famous plane, The Spirit of St. Louis.

The one person both Nancy and Charlotte recollect vividly is Nancy’s larger-than-life mother—the glamorous blond actress who occasionally swept into town swathed in a raccoon coat and loaded with presents, who danced through the night streets of Bethesda and told wild stories of her life on the road with stars like Spencer Tracy, Colleen Moore, Walter Huston, and ZaSu Pitts. “I loved Aunt Dee Dee,” recalled Charlotte. “She was great. When she was in a play in New York, my mother took us up to see her. … We went up a number of times.”

Nancy, too, remembers those trips with fondness. “The visits with Mother were wonderful. I loved to dress up in her stage clothes, put on her makeup and pretend I was playing her parts. I saw her shows over and over again and never tired of them. Usually, I sat in the audience, but sometimes I watched from the wings. I don’t remember the names of the plays, but I do remember the faces of the actors and actresses and the stagehands. The stagehands were especially nice to me.”

In 1925, Nancy Robbins began accompanying her cousin Charlotte on the school bus to Sidwell Friends to attend kindergarten classes. The first year, the Galbraiths paid the $150 tuition, but then her mother took over the payments, believing it important for her daughter to attend one of Washington’s finest private schools and to associate with upper-class children. Sidwell Friends’ alumni include such prominent people as Charles Lindbergh and the children of President Theodore Roosevelt and Supreme Court Justice William O. Douglas. Edith wanted her daughter to have these associations early in life. Nancy attended the Quaker school for three years but did not impress her classmates.

“I don’t recall the name at all,” said Mary Neuhauser Dove.

“Never heard of her,” said Carolyn Huddle Wells.

“I remember General Thomas Holcombe’s daughter; he used to be commandant of the Marine Corps,” said LeRoy O. King. “And Setsu Ko Matsudaira. She was a princess in the royal house of Japan. I remember the Mexican ambassador’s son, but, I’m sorry, I don’t remember any Nancy Robbins or Anne Frances Robbins. Who in the world was she?”

She was a plump little girl with sad brown eyes who played quietly with her dolls and gave pretend parties with her toy dishes. She said that her biggest treat came every Saturday night when her Uncle Audley gave her and her cousin a large piece of milk chocolate. “When you don’t have a lot, small treats loom large,” she recalled. Eating seemed to fill an emptiness for the little girl, who looked as round as a butterball next to her tall, wiry cousin. Years later, Charlotte still remembered Nancy sitting by herself, gobbling a box of chocolates her mother had brought to Bethesda. The box had been put high atop a cabinet after the girls had had their candy quota for the day. Then Charlotte and her mother and Edith had gone downtown; when they returned, they found Nancy sitting alone stuffing herself with candy. A memorable picture of a little girl who would grow up to be skeleton thin.

The dazzling career that Edith Luckett envisioned for herself never materialized beyond second-rate parts in poorly received plays. While she earned $60 a week, she watched with envy as her betters headed for Hollywood, where they were given railroad expenses and paid hundreds of dollars each day they worked, including rehearsals. By 1928, it was obvious that the motion picture, not the stage, was the way to national acclaim, but at the age of forty, Edith knew that the glorious road to stardom was no longer open to her.

“So she got smart,” said her friend Lester Weinrott. “She was touring Chicago in George M. Cohan’s The Baby Cyclone and someone introduced her to Loyal Davis, an unsuccessful but dedicated doctor—pisspot poor—who had been cuckolded by his first wife and was living in a drafty hotel after his humiliating divorce. Edith took it from there. She saw Loyal as her lifeline and grabbed on without letting go. She wanted to legitimize herself and give her daughter a break. Over the years, she transformed herself and this dour little man from the wrong side of the tracks in Galesburg, Illinois, into something that Chicago society had to pay attention to. It was the greatest performance she ever gave, and I salute her for it.”

The remarkably clever actress knew that a poor doctor could become rich with the right patients, which she, with her socializing, could provide. So when she returned to Chicago a few months later with Walter Huston in Elmer the Great, she remained in the city in a rented apartment on East Pearson Street to court her doctor. His wife, Pearl, had recently divorced him in Reno, taken their son, Richard, and moved to Beverly Hills to remarry. The previous year, Ken Robbins had asked Edith for a divorce so he could marry Patsy Cross, and Edith, who had stayed on good terms with her husband through their eleven years of marriage, agreed. They filed a routine petition for an uncontested divorce on November 21, 1927, in Trenton, New Jersey, on the grounds of desertion; the final decree was granted on February 23, 1928, and a few months later Ken remarried in New Jersey. He lived there for the rest of his life, and he continued to see his daughter regularly until she was twenty years old. Edith made sure that Nancy spent part of every summer in New Jersey with him, his wife, and Nanee Robbins.

In 1928, when Audley Galbraith learned he was going to be transferred to Atlanta, he and Virginia took Nancy to be with her mother in Chicago, where Edith introduced them all to Loyal Davis. This was the man, she said, who could rescue Nancy from hand-me-down clothes and borrowed toys, and eventually transport her from the poor-relative environs of Bethesda to Chicago’s shimmering Gold Coast. With him, she could look forward to her own bedroom, private schools, and debutante parties. Naturally, Nancy wanted her mother to get married as soon as possible.

Dr. Allen B. Kanavel, chief of surgery at Wesley Memorial Hospital, was not so enthusiastic. As Loyal Davis’s mentor, he had advised him “never to hug a bad bargain with a deathlike grip,” and Kanavel was not convinced that this forty-one-year-old divorced actress with a young daughter was the best bargain for his assistant. Kanavel wondered whether Loyal Davis, who had wanted to be an actor himself, might simply be infatuated with Edith’s theatrical background and all the stars she knew. Dr. Kanavel insisted on finding out for himself by having Edith cook dinner for him at her apartment one night to see just how dedicated she was to becoming a doctor’s wife. Instantly domestic, Edith charmed the elderly surgeon and assured him that she was ready to give up the theater to devote herself entirely to her husband and his career in medicine. “I shall never consider returning to the stage,” she vowed. “Some actresses may make a success of marriage and a stage career, but I for one will not risk it.” Dr. Kanavel was impressed.

Edith and Loyal were married on May 21, 1929, in a small chapel at the socially prestigious Fourth Presbyterian Church on Chicago’s North Michigan Avenue. Their only attendants: Dr. Kanavel and seven-year-old Nancy. Dr. Davis, associate professor of experimental surgery at Northwestern University, was thirty-three; the bride was forty-one. The news was duly trumpeted in the society section of the Chicago Tribune the next day, along with the statement: “Both Dr. Davis and his bride gave their ages as 33 years.”

Although Edith was older than her husband, she seemed much younger because of her happy-go-lucky insouciance. Uninhibited, she had no compunction about asking a doorman to button the back of her dress or stopping a passing stranger to get help zipping a tight skirt. She talked openly to everyone from cabdrivers to janitors, while Loyal Davis rarely spoke to people he considered his inferiors.

“He was an austere, forbidding man,” said Lester Weinrott, “tightassed and straitlaced.”

When Edith embarked on her marriage, she embraced all the institutions that the establishment held dear. She endeared herself to Loyal’s medical colleagues by making hospital rounds with him on a regular basis, befriending his students, visiting his patients, and working as a volunteer. She even started the gift shop at Passavant Hospital.

Then she joined the Fourth Presbyterian Church and dedicated herself to fund-raisers, benefits, and charity balls. If there was a socialite to be courted, a committee to be joined, a worthy cause to be championed, Edith was there. She pursued the grandes dames of Chicago society, wooed the meat packing princesses of Swift and Armour and Cudahy, and courted heiresses like Abra Rockefeller and Helen Wrigley. As a doctor’s wife, she had entree into the best circles and made good use of her access. Although it would take her thirty-three years to be sanctified enough for the Social Register, and then only when she was moving to Arizona, she did manage to get herself and her husband invited to join the exclusive Casino Club.

“That was simply a little eating club,” said Robert McCloud, a scion of a Chicago family and a 1937 graduate of Boys Latin School. McCloud, offended by Edith’s profanity, never recognized her contributions to her husband’s career. “She was never a member of the Women’s Athletic Club and the doctor never belonged to the Chicago Club, which was the most exclusive club in the city. Dr. Davis was a very fine doctor, though. He studied under Dr. Harvey Cushing of Boston and he was respected by the people who counted, like my father, who was president of the First National Bank of Chicago and on the board of Passavant Hospital. Still, I think Mrs. Davis held him back socially. I . . . ah . . . never really understood how he ever . . . uh . . . married her anyway. She was so . . . well … no one could respect her foul mouth, and she was such a social climber. Very coarse. I just don’t think she was up to the doctor’s standards as a person. She did not have the breeding and social graces and character.”

“She was vulgar,” said one of Nancy’s classmates at Girls Latin. “My father was a surgeon, and he did not think much of Dr. Davis for getting a divorce and remarrying. In those days, doctors were supposed to be married to medicine first and their wives second, and they were never to divorce. That’s the way it was then.”

Edith married her husband on the eve of the Great Depression, when Loyal Davis was barely making enough money to support himself, let alone a new family. To pay the rent on their apartment on East Delaware Place, buy her husband cashmere jackets so he could dress the part of a great surgeon, upgrade the wardrobe of her working-class mother-in-law, and enroll her own daughter in the exclusive Girls Latin School, Edith worked full time in broadcasting as a radio soap opera actress.

While her husband was paid $150 for performing prefrontal lobotomies, she brought in $500 to $1,000 a month working on “The Betty and Bob Show” on NBC Radio, a coast-to-coast soap opera. A master of mimicry, she played Bob’s socialite mother, Mrs. Drake, who spoke with an affected British accent, and then she doubled as Mattie, the poor black maid. She was paid $15 for a standard broadcast to the East Coast, $10 for a repeat broadcast to the West Coast, plus $10 night work for stations not in the network. She made $175 a week, plus her salaries for “Ma Perkins,” “Broadway Cinderella,” and “Stepmother”—other soaps she did until 1944.

In addition, Edith worked indefatigably to ingratiate herself with the city’s society editors. She cultivated them with luncheons and teas and cocktail parties, and called them regularly with tidbits of high-society gossip. Every Christmas she gave them a special mustard, which she made and put in jars labeled “From the kitchen of Mrs. Loyal Davis.” Not surprisingly, her name appeared frequently on the social pages as “the wife of Dr. Loyal Davis, one of the city’s leading neurosurgeons.”

Despite her husband’s rock-hard Republican politics, Edith managed to align herself with Chicago’s powerful Democratic mayor, Edward J. Kelly. As an actress with a facility for elocution, she helped the mayor with public speaking, a favor that later would pay handsome financial rewards. She and Nancy accompanied the Kellys to the Democratic National Convention that was held in Chicago in 1932. Her picture appeared in the papers, the caption stating that she was teaching her eleven-year-old daughter the intricacies of convention politics.

“When Edie married Loyal, she was like Michelangelo looking at the Sistine Chapel for the first time. She was going to create herself a masterpiece,” said Lester Weinrott. “Loyal had the credentials and she had the moxie. They both got a good deal when they married each other. He got himself a dynamo who would pay the bills and introduce him to the right people, and she got a security blanket for herself and her daughter. Without Edie, Loyal would never have made it in Chicago. Without him, she wouldn’t have been accepted. They each got what they paid for. She was determined to make him the most prestigious physician in the city and get them into the Social Register, which she felt would pave the way for Nancy to be a lady of social graces.

“Edie worked for the first fifteen years of her marriage to get them an apartment on East Lake Shore Drive, which is the most exclusive block in Chicago. Surgeons didn’t make that much money in those days, and so she needed to work. I once asked her why she was killing herself and I’ll never forget her answer: ‘Even if I have to eat acres of shit, I’ll make Loyal the best damn society doctor in this town and Nancy will make her debut at the Casino Club.’ Edith would do whatever she had to do to survive and prosper. She had pioneer guts, first-class American frontier grit. The kind where, if you saw a bear with two cubs, you killed the bear to eat and took the two cubs so they could grow up, and you could kill them later. That’s the kind of guts she had.”

Having finally put Swampoodle behind her, Edith could start blotting out Bethesda’s deprivation by giving Nancy summers at Camp Kechuwa in northern Michigan, Easters in Bermuda, and trips to Europe. For Nancy’s sixteenth birthday, Edith gave her a black Mercury convertible with red leather upholstery. She now believed that people could be admired solely for their looks, their clothes, and their material possessions, and she raised her daughter accordingly. “Pretty is as pretty does—that’s what my mother taught me and that’s what I taught Nancy,” she said.

“I met Nancy when I was twelve years old, and I was in awe of everything she had,” said Kathleen Young, a cousin who visited the Davises’ home when she was a child. “I was returning to America after living in France for several years and being in a convent school. Nancy seemed so sophisticated to me because she had angora socks hanging in her bathroom and I had never met anyone who was rich enough to afford angora socks. I thought that was quite something. I always loved Edith because she was a lot of fun, but she changed when she married Loyal Davis. I think she probably married for security and . . . well . . . she was still great, but she’d changed. … She just wasn’t as carefree as she’d once been.”

Edith had become as bigoted as her husband. “And Loyal was the worst bigot in the world,” said Lester Weinrott. “He was a racist who called all blacks niggers, and an anti-Semite who called all Jews kikes. He hated every Catholic he ever met. His mother, a railroad engineer’s wife, was president of the Eastern Star [a Masonic order], and she spat on the floor every time a Catholic entered the room.

“Loyal was the same way. We had a federal judge in Chicago named Mike Igoe who married a nice Catholic girl from Galesburg, and Loyal never referred to Mrs. Igoe as anything but ‘that Catholic bitch.’ Not to her face, of course, just behind her back.”

The prejudices of Loyal Davis were not hidden from the medical community, or from the interns and residents who worked for him. Some were so appalled by his virulent racism that when they went into the Chicago ghetto to deliver babies, they persuaded the black mothers to name their children “Loyal” out of spite.

Edith was as outspoken as he on the subject of “nigrahs,” as she put it. At a party she gave at her Lake Shore Drive apartment to announce plans for the first Chicago International Film Festival, the festival’s public relations director arrived with Gwendolyn Brooks, the black poet who later won the Pulitzer Prize. After Mrs. Brooks walked into her home, Edith drew the publicist aside.

“Who is that nigrah woman?” she said.

“Why, that’s Gwendolyn Brooks,” said the director. “She’s just been named poet laureate of the state of Illinois.”

“I don’t care,” snapped Edith. “I won’t even allow colored help in my house. Please get her out.”

“I’m sorry, I can’t do that, Mrs. Davis.”

“You’ll do it, or I’ll have your job.”

“Since I only get paid a dollar a year for this job, you’re welcome to it,” said the publicist, standing her ground. Many years later she said, “We stayed at the party, and I never said anything to Gwendolyn Brooks, but I don’t think she felt very comfortable being there.”

The only other black person known to enter the Davises’ home was the singer Eartha Kitt, and her visit, too, was unintentional. She came as the guest of Carol Channing, whom Edith had invited over for drinks, telling her to bring “a theater crowd” with her of whoever was touring Chicago. When Channing walked in with the exotic black singer, she was severely berated by Dr. and Mrs. Davis for bringing “that woman” into their home.

Edith once gave a radio interview in Phoenix during which she laughed about Nancy’s favorite color being red. “It makes her furious when I say this . . . but like I tell you—like the niggers—any color, so long as it’s red.”

Movie stars like Spencer Tracy, who shared the Davises’ right-wing politics, felt comfortable with them; others did not. Myrna Loy once became so angry that she walked out of a dinner party in their home. “When they began reviling Adlai Stevenson and his humanitarian policies,” she said, “I stood up from their table, scornfully surveyed that gathering of plutocrats, and headed straight for the door.”

“The anti-Semitism of Loyal Davis was well known to everyone,” said Dr. Ray Weston, a Chicagoan practicing in Los Angeles. “But that was during the days when there were quotas on Jews in all the medical schools. Northwestern probably had only eight or nine percent Jewish enrollment.”

One Jewish student who felt the sting of Loyal Davis’s biases grew to respect the man. “In fairness to my old mentor, I wouldn’t say that his anti-Semitism was vicious, but I will admit that he had a hang-up,” he said. “He could not say the word Jew. In the thirty-five years that I knew him, I never heard him say the word. He just couldn’t do it. He’d say, ‘your people.’ If you read his autobiography, A Surgeon’s Odyssey, you’ll see where that anti-Semitism came from. When Loyal did his internship at Cook County Hospital, there was a Jewish doctor in his class who sold autopsies to bereaved families for $35, which was highly unethical, and Loyal figured that if one Jew will do it, they’ll all be a bunch of crooks. He once admitted that to me. … In his own way, though, he had great integrity.

“When I was his personal clerk at Passavant Hospital, he checked out my uniform and my table manners and said, ‘Good. I’m not so aware of the fact that you’re a little West Side kike.’ After three months working with him, I said I’d like to stay on at Passavant. I had worked hard—twenty hours a day—and everybody liked me, but Loyal said, ‘I think you had better go with your own people,’ which meant I should go to Michael Reese Hospital, which was a haven for Jewish boys in those days.

“Edith was at the hospital a lot in the early days, and sometimes when Loyal got mad and called me a kike in front of patients, she would see me in the corridor at Passavant and put her arm around me and buy me a Coke. So I loved her.”

Despite her beliefs, Edith’s personality drew people to her like a magnetic force. “I first met Edith when we were working for NBC in a show sponsored by Standard Oil of Indiana,” said Joan Kay Diebow. “Edith and Don Ameche were in the cast, and she told the coarsest jokes in the world, but everyone loved her. I had made some little yarn dolls for each member of the cast and took them down to the studio one day. When Edith saw them, she said, ‘I’d love to have some of those for my kid,’ so I made a set for Nancy, who was collecting dolls at the time. I did it just because I adored Edith.”

“You couldn’t help but love her,” said Lester Weinrott. “She was this adorable darling little woman with a phony theatrical Southern accent who always made you feel good just being around her. Yes, she swore like a drafted Turkish sailor and told smutty toilet jokes, but Loyal pretended not to hear because she was paying all the bills and introducing him to the right people. I was so crazy about her I ended up being her educated slave for forty years. She could get people to do anything for her, and I have to say that Nancy, who never had her mother’s spontaneous charm and warmth, certainly learned how to manipulate from a genius. She was schooled by a social mechanic of the first order.”

The lessons were not lost on the youngster as she set about trying to win the love of Loyal Davis. She did everything to please him so that he would adopt her. “I used to go on trips with him, driving in our car to see patients in Gary or Cicero. Or on weekends … go to his office and laboratory at Northwestern and I would watch him work,” she said. She watched silently because no one was allowed to speak when he was operating.

“I remember Nancy telling me that when Dr. Davis took her to surgery on Saturdays, she was always so afraid she would get sick and vomit during those neurological operations and embarrass him,” said Jody Jacobs, former society editor of the Los Angeles Times. “Usually she watched from a glassed-in balcony, but sometimes the doctor actually took her into the operating room to stand near him as he was operating. She said she went because she wanted to make him proud of her; she never let on that it made her feel squeamish and sick to her stomach.”

To please Loyal Davis, Nancy emulated him, adopting his compulsion for neatness, his obsession with clothes, his mania for discipline. She even embraced his conservative politics. He promised her $1,000 if she didn’t smoke or drink until her twenty-first birthday, and she collected. While some children would have chafed under his strict regimen, Nancy seemed to thrive on it. Many saw Dr. Davis as a brilliant but formidable martinet, a humorless man undeserving of love, but Nancy adored him and wanted to become his daughter. Still, he would not agree to adoption for many years.

She later asserted that he had made her his daughter as soon as the law allowed, but that wasn’t true. She had wheedled and cajoled and begged to be adopted from the beginning, but Dr. Davis had resisted. He treated her well and said he loved her, but he refused to initiate legal proceedings. Among his reservations, he said, was that her father and paternal grandmother were still alive. Nancy, however, did not care. The humiliation of going through high school as the daughter that Dr. Loyal Davis would not adopt was almost worse than being Anne Frances Robbins. Finally, her mother, worried about her daughter’s future debut, prevailed upon her husband because she did not want to send out engraved invitations that read: “Dr. and Mrs. Loyal Davis invite you to a tea dance in honor of Mrs. Davis’s daughter, Anne Frances Robbins.”

Still, the doctor held back. So Nancy took the initiative. In 1938, when she was seventeen years old and a junior in high school, she consulted Orville Taylor, an attorney who lived in the same building, about the steps needed to get herself adopted. He told her that she would have to get a signed agreement from her natural father, so she made a trip East, met Ken Robbins at the Waldorf-Astoria in New York, and insisted that he sign the requisite legal papers. This he did, with sadness. With the papers in hand, Nancy returned to Chicago and presented them to her lawyer.

Nancy’s adoption papers, still sealed, show that a petition was filed in Cook County Circuit Court on April 19, 1938, stating “that the natural parents of said child are divorced, and that the mother of said child has since married Loyal Davis . . . and that the father of said child, Kenneth S. Robbins, consents in writing to the adoption of said child by the petitioners, and waives the issuance of process, that said minor child being more than 14 years of age likewise consents in writing to her adoption.”

The court papers show that Nancy not only wanted to be adopted by Loyal Davis, she also wanted to get rid of all traces of Anne Frances Robbins. So in her adoption petition, she asked that her name be legally changed to Nancy Davis. The next day, the court agreed to her petition. She never again referred to herself as Anne Frances Robbins. Yet she despised the word adopted and became angry at anyone who used it for her relationship to Loyal Davis. “It makes her so damn mad when people call Loyal her adopted father,” said her mother. “Oh, God, he hates that, too! He’s always been a father to her, and he doesn’t like anybody to say he’s her adopted father. Burns the tail feathers off him, he gets so mad.”

“The day after she was legally adopted, she came prancing into school telling all of us, ‘You can call me Nancy Davis from now on,’” recalls a classmate from Girls Latin School. “God, she was unbearable then, just unbearable. She had made a big deal out of leaving school in the middle of the week to go to court for two days, and frankly we were all kind of curious because we’d never heard of such a thing as getting yourself adopted. At that time, everyone in our class was the birth child of natural parents, and there were no parents who were divorced and remarried like Nancy’s mother.”

Only the children of privilege attended the private schools Girls Latin and Boys Latin (which merged in 1952 to become the Latin School). Girls Latin, which Nancy attended from 1929 to 1939, stood at 59 East Scott Street in one of Chicago’s finest neighborhoods, a few blocks from where the Davises lived. The classes were small; there were only fourteen girls in Nancy’s graduating class, and the school required strict adherence to the dress code—uniforms, no makeup, no jewelry. There was a classical curriculum of academics and sports to prepare students for college.

“She played field hockey, but she just didn’t excel on the athletic field because she was too chubby,” said Jane Beck with Crowe, a classmate. “She worked real hard on her grades—she was a plodder—and managed to get a B-minus average. … The thing she was really interested in, though, was the movies and talking about movie stars. Her idol was Tyrone Power. She took dramatics and wanted to be an actress like her mother.”

Another classmate, Jean Wescott Marshall, recalled going to the movies with Nancy every Saturday afternoon and Sundays after church. “We bought every movie magazine,” she said. “She liked Bing Crosby. I liked Ronald Reagan. She said, ‘I don’t know what you see in Ronald Reagan.’”

With her husband’s encouragement, Edith kept up her theatrical connections, and regularly entertained the stars who toured Chicago. Spencer Tracy frequently used the Davises’ home to dry out from his alcoholic binges, and Walter Huston was a regular visitor who spent a good deal of time with the Davises in Arizona and at his ranch in California.

“When Nancy came back from her first trip to Hollywood,” said Jane Beckwith Crowe, “that’s when everyone wanted to talk to her. Up to then no one paid much attention to her, but we wanted to find out about the stars she had met and she had met quite a few. I remember her telling us about Greta Garbo and how Garbo was so cheap she’d cut her cigarettes in half. That’s really saving your pennies, isn’t it? Nancy knew Walter Huston and Spencer Tracy and Colleen Moore and ZaSu Pitts and Alia Nazimova, who were all friends of her mother.”

“I remember that trip very well,” said a classmate whose father was a surgeon, “because we were all in the locker room and we asked Nancy, or La Belle as I sarcastically called her then, how the trip went, and she said, ‘Well, Uncle Walter [Huston] told me that I didn’t have much hope of becoming a movie star because my legs are so bad.’ I nearly fell off the bench when she said that because it was the only time I ever heard her be honest about herself or halfway funny. Nancy was not one to let her guard down.”

Even as a teenager, she seemed “self-contained”; her classmates thought she was “nice but very determined to get what she wanted.” Few of them remember spending much time after school in her home, which struck them as unusual.

“I never went to Nancy’s house, even though I went to school with her from the fifth grade through high school,” said Elizabeth Gillespie Kramer.

“I spent the night at Nancy’s once,” said Jane Beckwith Crowe, “and her mother sneaked into our bedroom after midnight and said, ‘Okay. He’s asleep now. Let’s go into the kitchen and drink the champagne,’ so we did, but we never went to their house after school because it was either too immaculate or the doctor might have been there. He was very difficult—cold and scary to us kids. Whatever, it just wasn’t the place to hang out and have fun. … Nancy didn’t even have a pet of any kind. There wasn’t a dog or a cat or a bird or even a goldfish at her house.”

“I only went to Nancy’s one time and that was for lunch on a Saturday,” said a surgeon’s daughter. “I remember being looked over by her parents and that irritated me no end. I felt like I was being checked out. … I was so flustered that I started stammering and said something about not hearing with my eyes and seeing with my ears instead of the other way around … it was awful. … I was never asked back.”

Although Nancy had a stepbrother, Richard, from Loyal Davis’s first marriage, they did not grow up together. She saw him only during vacations until he came to live with his father after his mother died in 1939. So for most of her life, Nancy was reared as an only child and displayed the self-possessed characteristics associated with only children, who are usually more mature, more advanced, and more ambitious than children brought up with siblings. In one area of social development, though, Nancy seemed to lag behind the rest of her contemporaries.

“She did not date very much in high school, and I can’t remember any boys who were ever interested in her,” said Jane Beckwith Crowe. “I had a hard time getting her dates. She wanted to go out with Bobby Crane of the R. T. Crane plumbing family, but he wasn’t interested in her. … I tried to get him to take her to the country club dance, but he wouldn’t do it. Then there was Buddy Baird of Baird and Warner Real Estate, but he wasn’t interested either. Nancy only liked the boys who came from prominent families, which is okay, I guess, but she was just so obvious about it.”

“She was not as popular with the boys as some of the other girls in her class because she was a little unsophisticated,” said Robert McCloud. “She was nice, though.”

“A little prim,” said Augustus Maxwell, Jr., another Chicago family scion who was graduated from Boys Latin.

Within a few years, that primness would somersault into promiscuity, but during high school, Nancy concentrated on meeting only the most suitable boys at the Fortnightly Club dances she attended with her classmates.

“Most of us traveled in groups with the guys from Boys Latin,” said a surgeon’s daughter. “We would go over to Gin Skinner’s house after school to listen to records or make fudge or something like that. But not Nancy. She never hung around with us. … She was always at home plotting and scheming and trying to get anchored to some guy like a barnacle on a boat. … She even bought herself orchid corsages so the rest of us would think she had a rich boyfriend who was crazy about her, but we caught on to that scam after we saw her going in and out of the flower shop at the Drake Hotel.”

In writing about those days at Girls Latin, Nancy later admitted to scheming when it came to men, saying she “always had a crush on someone,” including “a tall blond policeman named Tommy on duty [near our apartment]. I was secretly in love with him. He was nice to all of us. I would tell him I was having trouble [getting across the windy street near Lake Michigan], and he’d help me cross while I hung on to his belt.”

The need to appear special to others was gratified at school, where she was active in the glee club, president of her sophomore class, and president of the drama club. After being defeated for the office of student body president, she was elected student judge of her senior class. That post gave her responsibility for enforcing the school’s dress code, a role that her classmates said she relished.

Her high school yearbook cites Nancy’s “social perfection [as] a source of constant amazement to others,” and in a senior prophecy she was remembered for her good manners, her good clothes, and her total incomprehension of science.

The highlight of her days at Girls Latin occurred during her senior year, when she had the lead in the class play, First Lady. The comedy by Katharine Dayton and George S. Kaufman, one of the most popular plays of the day, depicts a war between two formidable women determined to put their man into the White House. One woman backs a politician described as “Good-looking. Western. And doesn’t know a thing.”

Nancy’s character cannot abide the thought of this other woman becoming First Lady. Nor can she stand to see her husband lose the presidency to the good-looking dolt from the West, so she sets out to sabotage the other candidate. At one point, Nancy’s character becomes so frustrated with all the scheming necessary to achieve her goal that she says, “They ought to elect the First Lady and then let her husband be President.”

Nancy’s character wins in the end by treachery. “It was a great part,” she said years later. “I loved it.”
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In 1939, one-third of America was, in the words of President Franklin Delano Roosevelt, “ill-housed, ill-clad, ill-nourished.” The other two-thirds of the country lived well enough to survive the crippling Depression around them and the approaching shadow of war, which would soon embroil most of the globe. The Nazis crushed Poland in 1939, but Hitler quickly reassured the world that he was not interested in further conquest. He said he cared only about his easel and the life of the artist. “I have wanted to be a great painter in oils, and as soon as I have carried out my program for Germany, I shall take up my painting,” he said.

Much relieved, Americans headed for the New York World’s Fair, listened to “Amos ‘n’ Andy” on the radio, and bought their children Superman comic books. They listened to John L. Lewis crusade for unions in the coal mines; they read Grapes of Wrath by John Steinbeck, the decade’s most compelling social document; they swarmed into movie theaters to see Gone With the Wind, Wuthering Heights, Dark Victory, and Goodbye, Mr. Chips—some of the pictures that Hollywood produced at the height of its glory.

In 1939, the gangster Al Capone was released from prison after serving six years for tax evasion, and the comedian Jack Benny was convicted for smuggling $1 million worth of jewelry into the country for his wife.

In Chicago, Edith Davis braced herself for the arrival from California of her husband’s twelve-year-old son, Richard, who was moving in with the Davises because his mother had died. By decree of Dr. Davis, she promptly enrolled the youngster in Boys Latin School as the mandatory first step for young Richard to become a doctor like his father.

This was also the year that Edith would achieve her social apotheosis with Nancy’s debut at the Casino Club. By dint of sheer hard work, she had established herself and her husband as a social presence in Chicago, and on December 28 she would pass this prize on to her daughter by formally introducing her to society.

That fall, Nancy enrolled in Smith College, the largest women’s resident liberal arts college in the world and one of the Seven Sisters, the elite schools known as the female Ivy League.

Although determined to be an actress, Nancy did not select Smith because of its theater department—it had none. Rather, she applied because her parents felt it was a socially correct school and one that would put her in contact with the right people. As the largest of the Seven Sisters, it was the one most likely to accept Nancy, whose grades were not good enough for admission to Vassar, Wellesley, or Radcliffe.

“Remember, this was during the Depression and on the eve of the war, so the admission standards weren’t all that tough,” said Mary Ann Guitar, one of Nancy’s Smith classmates. “As long as you could afford the $500 tuition and the $500 room and board and were, as the phrase went, ‘college material,’ you went to college. If you weren’t college material, you chopped off your head and went to work in a dime store. … Nancy didn’t do something dopey like go to Pine Manor or Sweet Briar or Connecticut College for Women—one of those silly finishing type of schools. She wanted to be part of the ruling class, so she went to Smith.”

“Most of us who went to Smith were considered in the top ten percent of society,” said Sally Gavin See, another classmate. “Nancy had money—I remember she got an allowance of $100 a month, and I only got $1 a week—but she was from the Midwest, and she had nothing in terms of family background. I’m speaking as a frightful snob, but in the New England scale of things, Nancy didn’t have culture; she didn’t have social standing. She didn’t have background. … We all knew about her theatrical ambitions—she name-dropped Uncle Walter and ZaSu Pitts and Alla Nazimova all the time, but she really did know these people—and while the stage was glamorous, it still was not quite comme it faut [as it should be], if you know what I mean.”

Nancy did not much care about a college diploma. She wanted to go to work in the theater and become a star as soon as possible. Dr. and Mrs. Davis, on the other hand, wanted her to have the prestigious Ivy League credential that a degree from Smith would confer. Being a dutiful daughter, she complied.

“My parents wanted me to graduate from college before I started on my chosen career,” she said. “I was so anxious to get stage experience that I wanted to quit after my second year at Smith, but I did what my mother and father wished, and now I’m glad. I just couldn’t see spending four years in school at that time.”

Arriving on campus at Northampton, Massachusetts, in the fall of 1939, Nancy was assigned to Talbot House. She roomed with Jean Wescott, a wealthy Chicago friend from Girls Latin who also lived on East Lake Shore Drive.

Without sororities, the college operated on the “cottage system” as stipulated in the will of Sophia Smith, its founder. All students lived on campus in assigned houses of no more than seventy girls to a house. Most of the socializing took place within a student’s house, with the exception of those who took part in extracurricular activities. Meals were served at the houses by uniformed maids, and dinners were usually formal.

Nancy Davis was one of 528 freshmen, most of whom were the upper-middle-class daughters of successful businessmen; 51 fathers were doctors, 42 fathers were lawyers, and II were bankers. The women in Nancy’s class were largely Episcopalian, with mothers committed to homemaking. Edith Davis was one of the few mothers who worked, and the only one engaged in radio soap operas.

Those freshmen, who would become the class of 1943, embraced a wide range of ambitions, the most popular being social service, teaching, and journalism. Several young women wanted to write and three students wanted to enter the diplomatic service. A few chose sculpturing, mineralogy, architecture, fashion design, and geology. But only one was determined to be an actress.

“Some of us talked about going to New York and getting an apartment to try the stage, but in the end my mother wasn’t about to let me do something like that,” said Jane Upham Sauter, class of 1943.

“It was frowned on at the time,” said Harline Ward Hurst, another classmate. “There was a Victorian prohibition against it. You know . . . [the] ‘Don’t put your daughter on the stage, Mrs. Worthington’ type of thing.”

“I had a chance to work in summer stock in New Jersey and had good parts lined up, but my father said no,” said Ann Teal Bradley. “At the time, there were a lot of homosexuals in the theater, and in those days you didn’t discuss gays—it was one of those unmentionable things—and my father was very opposed to my associating with people like that. He felt they were unhealthy. … I guess Nancy’s parents thought she could handle herself.”

Homosexuality was an unspoken fact of life in the all-female environment of Smith College, where people still whispered about Henrietta Bingham, the Louisville, Kentucky, newspaper heiress who had skipped to England in her freshman year with her English instructor, Mina Kirstein, to pursue a lesbian affair.

“There were rumors about those kinds of girls but just rumors,” said Ann Teal Bradley. “It was one of those hush-hush things. Somebody might suddenly quit school, or leave, or commit suicide or something, and then you’d find out that she’d been a lesbian, but it was really very rare, very, very rare.”

Other classmates remember homosexuality being prevalent on campus. “There was a lot of that at Smith, like at any girls’ school,” said Barbara Balensweig Wilk. “It wasn’t something anyone talked about at the time, and most of it was not overt, but it was a time when women got crushes on women.”

“It [lesbianism] was a tragic situation and, at that time, just out-and-out scandalous,” said Juliette Harvey Guthrie.

In later years, students at Smith and other women’s colleges used the term four-year lesbians to describe those who professed to be gay in college or had an affair with their best friend during school but after graduation became interested in men, married, and reared children.

“During the time Nancy and I were at Smith there was a lot of back-rubbing and hand-holding and hugging-your-best-friend kind of thing, but it was all very innocent,” said Sally Gavin See. “I don’t think there were any serious lesbian relationships in our class, but then, I don’t know for sure.”

Even so, a secret but romantic “best friends” relationship developed between Nancy Davis and a classmate who later became an avowed lesbian. The lesbian classmate was involved in the theater and very popular on campus. “They spent a lot of time together,” said Barbara Balensweig Wilk.

“They were very wrapped up in drama,” said Mary Heald Dickert.

Most Smith students found the college curriculum to be intellectually challenging but hardly daunting. “My definition of a ‘Smithie’ is a girl who knows she’s intelligent, wants a good education, and makes the most of it later on in life,” said the writer Madeline L’Engle, class of 1941.

The class of 1943 was no exception. Members prided themselves on picking rigorous academic majors and looked down on someone like Nancy Davis for choosing the “soft and easy route” of dramatic arts. “None of my friends majored in drama,” said Amy Ward Beir. “It was not academically demanding enough, and it certainly didn’t prepare you for life.”

“The first two years at Smith we all had to take required basic subjects like language, math, science, history, and literature before we could begin our major, and we had to maintain good grades or else we couldn’t participate in any campus productions,” said Sally Gavin See. “That was tough for Nancy because she had a very hard time with her studies. I think she was pushed beyond her academic capacity, because her grades were not very good, which meant she couldn’t be in any shows. You had to have good grades to do stuff like that, which is why she didn’t star in anything until her junior and senior years. Once she started taking those easy drama courses she got A’s and B’s, which pulled up some of those early C’s and D’s.”

Nancy admitted as much when she wrote about her college days at Smith. “I had a terrible time with science and math,” she said. “My mind just did not seem to function correctly for these subjects. [Then] I majored in drama and did well.”

Nancy’s extracurricular activities were all social, like the Garden Party Committee, the Junior Prom Committee, and the Charity Ball Committee. “All very much in character, don’t you think?” said Eleanor Terry Lincoln, the class dean.

Nancy is best remembered by her classmates as short (five feet, four inches), attractive, but chubby. “She was always worrying about her weight in college,” said Sally Gavin See, “but it never seemed to fluctuate.” When Nancy returned home after her first year at Smith weighing 150 pounds, Dr. Davis told her she had to reduce. So she went on a strict diet.

Despite her weight, Nancy was pretty. She had a flawless complexion; long, dark-brown hair; deep-set brown eyes; and a prominent nose. It was so prominent that eventually she had it reshaped by plastic surgery. She was described as “aloof,” “cold,” and “distant” by some of her classmates, but remembered by all for her extraordinary grooming and impeccable neatness.

Forty-six years later, one classmate still recalled the powder-blue quilted bathrobe trimmed with lace that Nancy wore to house meetings when everyone else breezed in wearing raincoats over flannel pajamas. “The rest of us were usually slobs, but not Nancy,” she said. “I never saw her dressed less than perfectly—never!”

Another acquaintance recalled the maroon towels monogrammed with “Nancy” that she used at Smith for four years and then sold to an underclassman who shared the same first name. “She sold those used towels to Nancy Keene; she didn’t give them to her, even though she had used them for four years,” said a housemate.

Generosity did not come naturally to Nancy, who had spent her early years wearing hand-me-downs, scrimping, and conserving. Her frugality, at times petty and thoughtless, became characteristic. She recycled gifts that she did not like—and kept an entire closet filled with presents she didn’t want but that she could choose from when she needed to give someone a gift. In later years, she made sure that she got the presents she wanted by going into her favorite store before her birthday, making her selections, telling the saleswoman, and then sending her friends in to that store to shop. “It’s much easier that way” was her matter-of-fact explanation.

Her intense ambition to be an actress was recalled vividly by her college classmates. “The minute the lights came on, Nancy came alive,” said Barbara Balensweig Wilk. “She really wanted to be a star. There was no question about it, and when she wanted a part in a play, she went all out for it.”

“She was a little pushy about trying to get into the ‘in’ clique,” said Pat O’Brian Hayes.

“Being a star was her be-all and end-all,” said Amy Ward Beir. “The driving force of her life.”

“I didn’t see very much of her because she was down at the theater most of the time,” said Ruth Jeffers Wellington, class of 1945. “My recollections are not pleasant because she always seemed to be playing a role. Sort of posing and being on stage all the time. I guess that’s why she spent so many hours in front of the bathroom mirror with her face creams and all. … I was an underclassman in Talbot, so I guess there was no reason for her to be friendly to me, but the thing I remember most is her aloofness. And her face creams.”

Concentrating her charm on those she wanted to impress, Nancy bestowed her selective graciousness on the campus leaders at Smith, the drama professors who assigned the leading roles in student plays, and the wealthy girls from New York City who seemed so sophisticated to her. The rest of the student body didn’t matter much.

“In college, Nancy was totally agreeable,” said Mary Ann Guitar, editor of the student magazine and active in Bander-log, a Smith comedy troupe. “I mean, that was her entire identity. Just to giggle a lot and give everyone ‘the gaze,’ which was when she would look up at you adoringly. Everybody got ‘the gaze’ back then. And the perpetual giggle that made her so receptive, as if to say, ‘Tell me more about yourself. I want to know all about you. I’m so boring and you’re so wonderful.’ That was the mechanism she used back then. Ole Nancy was a totally ingratiating human being at Smith, and I used to like sitting around with her in the coffee shops and at Wiggins Tavern having a few laughs. She was a great audience.”

Throughout her life, Nancy worried about saying the right thing, fretting over what others might think as she emulated the daughters of the rich friends her mother was collecting. She was especially nervous about her debut on December 28, the date Edith had negotiated the year before with Miss Eliza Campbell, the social secretary who dictated when and how a Chicago debutante made her formal bow to society.

The date was the most prized of the debutante season because that was when the Princeton Triangle Club made its annual Christmas appearance in Chicago. The club’s presence meant there were fifty more eligible young men in town than usual, assuring a debutante the most impressive stag line she could possibly have. Debutante mothers besieged Miss Campbell’s office months in advance begging for that date, and in 1939, the social arbiter honored Mr. and Mrs. Hill Blackett, Sr., with the choice 11:00 P.M. slot for the extravagant ball they were throwing for their daughter. The Blackett debut was held at the Blackstone Hotel and featured Glenn Miller’s band. Knowing she could never compete with such wealth, Edith gratefully settled for the hours of 4:00 to 7:00 P.M. so that she and Loyal could present a modest tea dance for Nancy at the Casino Club. But it would still be written up on the same society pages as the Blacketts’ ball.

This was the era of the debut, when ambitious mothers and prosperous fathers wanted their daughters to be glamorous reincarnations of café society goddess Brenda Frazier, who had bowed in New York the year before at a $20,000 party covered by the press like a coronation.

In Chicago, the society pages of all four daily newspapers gave major coverage to “the season,” which began in the summer with a swirl of garden parties, teas, and endless luncheons and culminated in a two-week spasm of balls during the Christmas holidays.

For many, “coming out” was an all-consuming job that required more elaborate preparations than a wedding, including caterers, musicians, florists, social secretaries, photographers, and a wardrobe as extensive as a trousseau. Just as a bride chose bridesmaids, a debutante chose assistants to pour tea or stand in the receiving line with her. Though Nancy was not asked to be an assistant as often as some of the more popular girls, her mother made sure that she was invited to the best parties by paying Miss Campbell $300 to be her “social coordinator.”

Edith Davis drove herself to make sure that every detail of her daughter’s debut was perfect. She sent out engraved invitations and borrowed elaborate sterling silver tea services from two friends, Mrs. Patrick A. Valentine and Mrs. Robert J. Dunham, former actresses who, like Edith, had married well and settled in Chicago. As a favor to Edith, the two friends honored Nancy with dinner parties. Edith hired I. Newton Perry and his Yale University Orchestra for $3,500 to play at the tea dance, since she and the doctor could not afford one of the big-name bands. Perry was a fourth-generation Chicago boy, the son of a prominent banker. Edith invited Perry’s sister, Sally, to be one of Nancy’s twelve “pouring” assistants, along with some former classmates from Girls Latin. She also included Priscilla Blackett, whose father headed the powerful advertising agency that originated the radio soap operas in which Edith acted. Edith made do with yellow carnations for centerpieces, and she economized further by using the Casino Club’s New Year’s Eve decorations, thus conserving her budget for ushers who would make sure the Princeton stag line cut in on Nancy and the other debutantes as they were supposed to.

“Princeton guys were in great demand in those days,” said John Farrington, Jr., class of 1942, “and you had to be on an approved list to get invited to the debutante parties. I remember Priscilla calling me and asking if I’d please escort a friend of hers named Nancy Davis, and I agreed. I showed up at their apartment on East Lake Shore Drive with an orchid and met this cute little bouncy round-faced girl, who squealed and said I was the first boy to ever bring her an orchid. Whether she was telling the truth or not, I don’t know, but that’s what she said. We went to the Blackett garden party in the fall and then I saw her a couple of times after that and, of course, at her own debut.”

For her debut, Nancy wore a white gown of mousseline de soie with a long-sleeved bodice of alternating silver lace that looked more matronly than demure. Her jewelry was a single strand of pearls that she had received from her parents, and she carried an old-fashioned bouquet of white bouvardia. Dr. and Mrs. Davis beamed proudly when she stepped up to the microphone to sing “Oh, You Crazy Moon” with the band.

“I don’t want to take anything away from Nancy, but I’ve had better singers in my day,” said Newton Perry. “She was certainly not Helen O’Connell, who was the singing rage at the time, but she was an attractive girl and entitled to sing at her own debut if she wanted to. Most debutantes didn’t sing with the band, but Nancy loved to sing so she sang.”

The underlying purpose of this formal bow to society was to ensure that the eligible daughters of prosperous parents met the most suitable men available, and from that standpoint, Chicago’s 1939 debutante season was a thumping success for Nancy Davis. She later spent many weekends at Princeton visiting some of the men she met during that time.

One of those young men, Frank O. Birney, Jr., was killed in his senior year by a train at a junction near the Princeton railroad station. The story was that he was en route to New York City to see his half-sister and brother-in-law but missed his train and started walking down the railroad tracks. He had gone one-third of a mile when a train coming from the opposite direction struck and killed him. Few persons knew that Birney had actually committed suicide that Saturday evening because he was depressed about his grades and worried about flunking out of Princeton.

“I went to his room after we identified his clothes and I found the suicide note addressed to his mother and father in his wastebasket,” said a close Princeton friend. “I took it and said nothing to any of the other guys, but I gave it to Frank’s brother-in-law. Then we concocted a story for Frank’s mother—he had been extraordinarily close to her—that he had been accidentally hit by a locomotive going seventy miles an hour engulfed in fog.”

“Frank was an immensely talented guy who might well have become a star on Broadway or in Hollywood,” said Richard E. Pate, his Princeton roommate. “He was active in the Triangle Club at Princeton, which produced Jimmy Stewart and Josh Logan. His parents and Dr. and Mrs. Davis were friends from Chicago, so he and Nancy were hometown chums and dated for a while. … She came to Princeton for dances on various weekends.”

“They were both interested in theater,” said Geoffrey Montgomery Talbot Jones, a Princeton friend who dated Gloria Vanderbilt at the time Frank Birney was dating Nancy.

Nancy’s Talbot housemates, none of whom had ever met Frank Birney, remember her being at Smith the weekend she got the news of his death. A few days later, she left for Chicago for Christmas vacation and spent a great deal of time comforting Birney’s mother.

“We had to bring the body home for the funeral right before Christmas, which was really rough on Frank’s parents,” said Richard Pate. “Nancy was almost constant in her attendance on Mrs. Birney during that time, and I would say that she as much as anyone made life halfway livable for the Birneys then.”

In deep mourning by the time she returned to Smith in January, Nancy retold the tale of Frank Birney’s death in gruesome detail. Years later, she wrote that Frank and she had planned to meet in New York that particular weekend and that she was waiting for him there when she received the telephone call reporting his death. She repeated this story so often over the years that by 1981 she had enlarged it into heroic proportions. “I had my first romance in college,” she told Charlotte Curtis in Ladies’ Home Journal. “He was killed in the war.”

What she wrote in her autobiography about Frank Birney stunned some of his friends and her classmates: “We went together for about eighteen months . . . [and] talked a little bit about getting married, but it ended in tragedy before that ever happened.”

She later spun the fiction for her daughter, Patti, who regurgitated it in her autobiographical novel. “My mother once told me the story of the time she waited and waited for a man,” Patti wrote, “the man she planned to marry.”

“They were never engaged, to my knowledge,” said Daniel Stuckey, one of Frank Birney’s Princeton roommates. “If it was an engagement, it certainly was not one that had been announced.”

“It was a wonderful dramatic fantasy,” said Sally Gavin See. “Nancy obviously had a need to create for herself some kind of romantic aura for whatever reason. You have to remember that we thought about men and sex in a very innocent way at that time. We used to sit around and talk about who was a virgin and who wasn’t. Most of us were, of course, and the big question then was always: What if you don’t get married, would you have sex anyway? I remember I said I didn’t want to die curious.

“So you’ve got to put Nancy’s Frank Birney fantasy in that kind of context. Also, she told us she was very late in developing sexually. She said she didn’t start menstruating until she was sixteen years old, and her mother took her to a doctor to find out why she didn’t get ‘the pip,’ as Nancy called it. Nancy was the first person I ever heard call her period ‘the pip,’ which I thought was very sophisticated at the time. That late sexual adjustment may be a clue to why she felt compelled to invent a romance . . . and go around the house all droopy and mopey. It was very theatrical.”

Thirty-eight years later, in 1979, Nancy wrote that it took her a long time to get over Frank Birney’s death. “I felt a deep loss then and a little scar still remains inside, but I learned that life goes on and you go on with it. I got back into college activities and eventually began to date again.”

Within weeks, she was dating one of Frank Birney’s Princeton suitemates. By that time, the shortage of men as well as a few other deprivations of wartime were being felt on the Smith campus. Days after the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor, Smith’s president summoned the student body to Greene Hall to say that there would no longer be maids to take care of the houses, and that the students had to assume the responsibilities of peeling potatoes, washing dishes, and making their own beds. Those who were offended by the prospect of such chores were told not to return to college after Christmas vacation.

“I don’t know anyone who didn’t come back,” said Jean Struben Harris, class of 1945, “but Smith during the war was quite changed from its prewar self. The Waves [Women Accepted for Volunteer Emergency Service in the Naval Reserve] moved onto campus, and often marched [nine hundred of them at Smith] from place to place singing ‘Anchors Aweigh,’ and sometimes we all gathered in Greene and sang a descant while they sang the main part.

“Except for the brothers and beaus we kissed goodbye, that was about as close to the war as many of us got. We had occasional air raid practices and sat on the floor of the basement for long periods of time. And it was much harder to drive to Amherst and impossible to drive much farther away than that because of the gas shortage. We made up songs about the man shortage, but there were still quite a few of them around. I for one holed up in the library. Nancy obviously bypassed Yale and Harvard and saved herself for Eureka,” an allusion to the college of Ronald Wilson Reagan.

In 1941, a group of talented students banded together to create a musical comedy satirizing their collegiate life, including skits about living for weekends and thinking only of men. They called themselves Bander-log, after Rudyard Kipling’s monkey people, and their show was entitled Ladies on the Loose. Boys from Amherst took the male roles.

“That whole Bander-log crew was iconoclastic,” said Sally Gavin See. “Each one—Mary Ann Guitar, Harriet Train Blake, Bobby Jones, Betty Cape—was outré in her own way. They were all out of the mainstream. Nancy, who was very much mainstream, was not part of the creative effort, but she did get a part.”

The group rented a high school auditorium for two nights and charged students and parents, with the proceeds going to charity. Nancy was given a leading role and appeared on stage wearing a hat of bananas and spoofed Carmen Miranda.

“She could really belt out a song,” recalled Ann Keyser Rawley, class of 1944. “Everyone was so shocked when this quiet girl stood up and started singing in her sultry, low register. She was quite good.”

In her senior year, Nancy once again took center stage, this time as the singing lead in The Factory Follies, a song-and-dance revue. It was directed by Hallie Flanagan Davis, a high-voltage drama teacher from Vassar who had come to create Smith’s first theater department. It was the first musical show staged by college students meant to entertain war workers. The factory workers dashed from their machines at lunch break to watch a chorus of pretty girls prance on stage, singing: “Make with the maximum, give with the brawn! Make with the maximum, smother that yawn!”

The morale-boosting show told the story of a rich glamour girl who complains of losing her butler and yacht because a war is going on and is branded a “shirker” until she becomes as committed to the war effort as everyone else. Nancy Davis, wearing a slinky black lace dress she borrowed, played the rich glamour girl, who sang: “Stop! I don’t want to be a bottleneck / But I haven’t got brawn, at least not that kind,/ And working with brains just isn’t my line.”

After entertaining 5,000 workers in defense plants throughout New England, Factory Follies was staged for Smith’s graduation ceremonies in the spring of 1943. Nancy’s parents, however, were not there to see her perform because her father had been inducted into the Army Medical Corps and was serving in London, and her mother was prohibited from making the trip because of wartime restrictions on travel.

After graduating from Smith that year, Nancy never looked back. She skipped the class reunions, ignored the appeals for donations. She did not take part in alumnae activities or attend Smith Club events. Unlike her classmates, she snubbed her alma mater and never nourished the old school ties that are so much a part of Smith’s strong tradition.
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Chicago Mayor Edward J. Kelly dispensed the spoils of 40,000 patronage jobs like the godfather doling out graft to gangsters, and Mrs. Loyal Davis was one of the first in line. With her husband serving in a medical unit overseas, she was hard-pressed to maintain her high-society standard of living. The radio soap operas had been dropped for lack of sponsorship and Edith was unable to pay the rent on her expensive apartment on East Lake Shore Drive. So she sublet the apartment and moved with her daughter into the less costly Drake Hotel. Through her friendship with the mayor, she got a $75-a-week job as commentator for the summer concerts in Grant Park. She also snagged a plum position on the city payroll for $2,141 a year, ostensibly as an undercover policewoman, but one who did not have to report to work—a no-show job. This was her payoff for directing the women’s division of the Citizens Committee for Mayor Ed Kelly in 1943. Years later, instead of going to a bank for a loan, she simply went to “Big Ed” for the $25,000 she needed to build a retirement home in Scottsdale, Arizona. “The mayor took care of Edith,” said Les Weinrott, “and she took care of him. There’s no question about that.”

During the war Edith worked closely with the mayor’s wife, Margaret Kelly, who was her best friend. Together, they built the Chicago Servicemen’s Center into one of the finest canteens in the United States. They recruited hundreds of pretty hostesses to distribute free cake, hot dogs, and movie tickets to soldiers on pass or waiting to be shipped out. Edith volunteered at the center on a regular basis, becoming good friends with many of the young men.

On May 8, 1943, before moving into the Drake Hotel, she invited six sailors to her apartment to meet six smartly dressed young women as well as Chicago police captain Michael Naughton and Lieutenant Commander Carl Stockholm, the latter in charge of the Shore Patrol for the 9th Naval District. The enlisted men, all of whom were minors, were each given $3 spending money by Commander Stockholm and told to take the young women out to certain bars in the Loop area. Although underage, they were instructed to order drinks for themselves and their dates. After they were served, Captain Naughton and his forces would sweep in, raid the place, and arrest the bartenders and the owners, who automatically lost their liquor licenses.

Two weeks later, the suspects appeared in municipal court and pleaded entrapment, saying they had been set up. The charges were dropped after one of the sailors testified that the raids had indeed been planned in the apartment of a “Mrs. Davis on the North Lake Shore.”

Curious reporters investigated the Mrs. Davis mentioned and found her listed on police payrolls as Edith L. Davis of 199 East Lake Shore Drive. Wondering if the undercover policewoman and the socially prominent doctor’s wife were the same person, they called Edith.

“I have no comment to make,” she said. “They told me not to talk.”

“Whom do you mean by ‘they’?”

“I’m sorry, I can’t tell that. I don’t know what the devil this is all about,” she said, and hung up.

Another reporter rang her doorbell, and Edith answered with her hair in pin curls. She denied knowing anything. “It must be a mistake,” she said, closing the door.

The reporter called back and Nancy answered the phone, saying her mother was “busy.” She was not accustomed to this type of reporter, who was so unlike the genteel ladies on the society pages.

“What do you know about your mother’s police activity?”

“I’m sure Mother never did any work like that,” said Nancy. “It must be a mistake.”

“Is your mother interested in social service work such as preventing liquor sales to minors?”

“Not that I know of,” said Nancy.

“Does your mother disapprove of drinking in general?”

“Not that I know of,” said Nancy.

“Well, how do you explain the mysterious coincidence of the policewoman named Edith L. Davis who lives at 199 Lake Shore Drive and your mother, who lives at the same address?”

“It must not be true,” said Nancy.

The incident created a minor scandal in Chicago, where the story was splashed across the front pages for several days. “Is Mrs. Davis a Liquor Cop? She Won’t Talk” screamed one headline. “Mrs. Davis, Socialite, Is a Policewoman” blared another.

In those days, the only women in the police department were the matrons at lockups, and they did not come from Chicago’s Gold Coast or have daughters who were debutantes. Edith’s neighbors on Lake Shore Drive were shocked that someone of her social standing would be so mercenary as to take taxpayers’ money to set up bartenders and tavern owners while contributing to the delinquency of minors.

“[The Davises] were very politically minded,” said Betty Shallberg Quely, whose family lived across the hall. “Her job was to keep track of prostitutes or something. … It was very shocking. I still can’t believe she did it for money. I wouldn’t have thought she would have had to do something like that. After all, her husband was a doctor.”

Reporters hounded Mayor Kelly about the identity of the mysterious policewoman, but he shrugged it off, saying he didn’t know what they were talking about. “Ask the police commissioner,” he said. The commissioner told the reporters that he couldn’t remember the first names of people on his force.

“Then how am I supposed to know?” said the mayor. “Besides, what difference does it make? Are all the affairs of the police department made public?”

The sergeant who headed the crime prevention bureau admitted that he had a policewoman on the rolls named Edith L. Davis who worked at the Chicago Servicemen’s Center. “Among her duties is keeping kids away from the front door, keeping out unescorted and underage girls, [and] preventing petting in the center.”

At a court hearing a few days later, the sailors were no longer available for questioning because, according to a petty officer, they had been transferred to “parts unknown.” The judge ruled the arrests resulted from entrapment and dismissed the charges. Consequently, the liquor licenses were restored.

The city did not appeal and Edith kept her patronage job for four years. She resigned on May 24, 1946, and acknowledged her undercover role but sidestepped telling the truth.

“I guess I was listed on the police payrolls for the work I did for Mayor Kelly,” she said. “I helped him with his radio programs, you know. I helped write, direct, and produce them.”

“Did you ever do any active police work?” asked one reporter.

“Goodness, no. I’m not the type.”

“What about the raids on saloons which sold liquor to minors?”

“You’ll have to ask someone who was there,” said Edith. “I wasn’t. I’ve never been in those West Side saloons.”

Nancy learned a painful lesson from the humiliating publicity surrounding her mother, and as a consequence she steered clear of all reporters who were not on the social beat. She also tried never to expose herself to public scrutiny. Though she would align herself with rich and powerful protectors throughout her life, she always made sure a layer of insulation shielded her from exposure. She refined the technique so well that by 1969, when she sought the help of a Mafia lawyer, the story made no newspapers and no one knew about her overture except trusted and beholden intermediaries.

Shortly before Edith’s scandal hit the papers, Nancy was invited to join the Junior League of Chicago, a natural stepping-stone for a debutante on her way to marrying right and living well. Nancy seemed poised for both, especially when she became engaged to James Platt White, Jr., who had been graduated from Amherst in 1942.

Homeported in Chicago as a catapult officer on an aircraft carrier, “J.P.” called Nancy Davis for a date, and the two began seeing each other regularly. She found her psychological twin in this man who was described by his classmates as she was described by hers: “impeccably neat,” “beautifully groomed,” “inordinately fond of dressing up,” and “not much interested in athletics.” Some of White’s Chi Phi fraternity brothers remembered him as stuffy, pink-cheeked, and effeminate. “Not a man’s man at all, if you know what I mean,” said Dr. Morton Smith-Peterson, “and certainly not a frat man.” Nancy, however, found J. P. White to be quite acceptable. Both brunettes, both interested in the theater, both the only children of strong-willed mothers, they seemed to have a lot in common.

Dr. and Mrs. Loyal Davis announced the engagement at a party in their apartment on June 24, 1944, two months after Loyal had returned from his army assignment as chief consultant on neurological surgery for European Theater Operations. The young man’s parents arrived from Winchester, Massachusetts, carrying a large Tiffany diamond ring that they presented to Nancy on behalf of their son, who was on an aircraft carrier in the Pacific. The society pages of the Chicago and Boston papers reported the couple planned to be married at the end of the war. Within months, though, Nancy broke the engagement and returned the ring. Bored with selling clothes at Marshall Field’s department store, she spent a few days in California with her parents visiting the Walter Hustons and came back determined to leave Chicago and pursue a career on stage.

“The engagement was one of those things that seemed glamorous and very romantic at the time,” said Smith classmate Harline Ward Hurst. “They were good friends and normally would not ever have contracted a marriage or an engagement except that . . . well, Nancy was kind of blown away by the atmosphere at first.”

“Jim was devastated when she called it off,” said Bill Whorf, his Amherst roommate. “I think his mother may have had something to do with it, but I don’t know for sure. … In any event, he never married.”

“No, it wasn’t his mother who broke things up,” said Ward Patton III, another Amherst classmate. “I think Nancy just wanted to go on to better things. … She wanted to be a star and go into the movies. … It’s true that Jim never married, but then some guys just aren’t the marrying kind.”

Her baby-faced fiancé never discussed the relationship because he and Nancy had made a pact not to talk. “All I can say is that she was a lovely, lovely girl. It was just one of those wartime things,” he said. Nancy conceded only that she had made a mistake. “We were not meant to be married,” she said.

The broken engagement marked the onset of sexual experimentation for Nancy.

“It’s true that she became known around town as ‘accessible,’” said Les Weinrott. “She was what men at that time thought of as available, which sounds a little better than promiscuous but means about the same thing.”

One man Nancy saw on a regular basis was Dr. Daniel Ruge, her father’s senior assistant at Passavant Hospital, who would one day become Ronald Reagan’s White House physician. “He would call me and ask me to cover for him,” said a resident at Passavant at the time. “Dan would say, ‘I’m going to take Nancy over to the Esquire Theater,’ and he’d sneak out for a couple of hours while I covered the house. What he did with her at that theater I don’t know. He was too much of a gentleman to ever tell me, but that was a thing that was hot and heavy in 1945 for at least three months that I knew about.”

Years later, Dr. Ruge denied any romantic involvement with Nancy Davis, saying, “I think someone is getting me confused with Clark Gable.”

A few days before Nancy left for New York she ran into two male friends of her parents and shocked the two married men by her method of saying goodbye.

“Ben and I were walking down East Lake Shore Drive by the Drake Hotel,” said one of the men. “We had just finished lunch when we saw Nancy, who came running over to us. She said she was leaving town and just wanted to say goodbye. She grabbed me first, kissed me hard on the lips and plunged her tongue down my throat. Then she thrust herself at Ben and did the same thing to him. Bye, bye, tra la, and off she skipped. We were stunned, absolutely stunned by the whole thing. We felt so shaken that we went back inside and had a drink to try to figure out what the hell had happened. Here we were, both married men and close friends of Nancy’s parents. We were not the sort to molest our friends’ children and we certainly didn’t expect to be molested by them. For Nancy to kiss us that way was unclean, unhealthy, and symptomatic of some sickness. Maybe it was just her rebellion over a broken engagement to a feminine man, but Ben and I were shocked.

“We swore never to mention the incident again, but we made sure that neither of us was ever alone with Nancy after that. … We were good and shook by it for some time.”

For the next few years, most of Nancy’s closest relationships were with homosexual men, both as friends and lovers. Homosexuality seemed to envelop her world, and not simply because she worked in an artistic arena. For the rest of her life she enjoyed platonic friendships with well-dressed gay men who became her mentors in the arts, fashion, cuisine, and interior design, shaping her taste and pointing her toward sophistication. She relished the cozy nature of these relationships, and at first she was romantically attracted to some of these men. In 1946, when she got a small part in Lute Song, she started an affair with one of the gay male dancers in the show. Many years later, he confided that he was a homosexual who had slept with only three women in his life and that Nancy was one of them.
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