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People often forget that I was Jacqueline Bouvier, before being Mrs. Kennedy or Mrs. Onassis. Throughout my life I have tried to remain true to myself.


—JACQUELINE LEE BOUVIER KENNEDY ONASSIS, IN A 1972 INTERVIEW
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Read, then think. Listen, then think. Watch, then think. Think—then speak.


—JACKIE’S ADVICE TO HER FRIEND VIVI CRESPI
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May–August 1949


As the June 1949 wedding season approached, it seemed like every one of her fellow Social Register debutantes wanted a husband.


All Jacqueline Bouvier wanted was a “terrific camera.”


Vassar College had only just begun its final exam period, but the sophomore in slim skirts, who wore her long, tawny hair straightened to drape over one of her luminous hazel eyes, was eager to complete her second year and leave the Hudson River Valley campus behind. Among her innumerable and pronounced contradictions, Jackie was an excellent student who hated school. She credited individual instructors for introducing her to subjects that became lifelong passions, but learned more on her own, outside institutional boundaries.


She lived for socializing every possible weekend. She indulged her expensive tastes until told to stop. She flirted her way into the heart of any beau she wanted, yet she was intellectually ambitious. Her boarding-school headmaster, Ward Johnson, in an unpublished letter to Jackie’s mother’s friend Molly Thayer (who wrote the first biography of Jackie), noted that her college-board examinations, taken as a high school senior, “really proved the sort of mind she has.” Of twenty-six thousand examinations, only twenty-two ranked in the “one-tenth of one percent,” and “Jacqueline Bouvier’s was one of these.” However, she also accepted the era’s belief that young women should hide their intellectual gifts. Attesting to her “brilliant work,” Johnson noticed that “to avoid doing too well,” she would “deliberately leave out one question on a test.”


In the weeks before she finished the Vassar semester, she had dashed down to the annual formal Mrs. Shippen’s Dancing Class ball in Washington, and the Virginia Gold Cup horse race in Warrenton, Virginia, but, “swamped with work,” she then disciplined herself to study “till exams are over.” Yet again, she made the honor roll. On the day her sophomore year ended, June 9, she departed the campus immediately, with all she owned.


Her destination was Merrywood, her mother and stepfather’s McLean, Virginia, estate. This was a trip she knew well, taking her through New York City, where she’d make her way crosstown from Grand Central Station to Pennsylvania Station to catch the train to Washington. On the way, she would typically stop in at “that camera store by the station,” almost certainly Peerless Camera, located at 138 East 44th Street, which was walking distance from Grand Central, and famously offered photographers the full spectrum of new cameras and cutting-edge equipment of seemingly all makes and models, and an array of attachments from lenses to flashes. The object of her desire was the Leica IIc (notable for its fast shutter speeds), which had gone into production the previous year. Inevitably, she asked the exasperated clerks the same question she had the last time she had stopped in: Had the Leica IIc price come down yet? The answer was always the same: No, it had not and would not. She persisted in asking nonetheless, as if by sheer force of will she could reduce the cost of that camera. She wanted the best camera to record her imminent year abroad in Paris.


In the summer of 1948, Jackie had taken her first trip to Europe. With her friend Helen “Bow” Bowdoin, Bow’s younger sister Judy, and Julia Bissell, another friend, she’d set sail on the legendary Queen Mary for the voyage across the Atlantic to see the European nations that lived vividly in her imagination after years of reading the literature of the Continent. Bow remembered of their crossing that nineteen-year-old Jackie “liked her martini[s and had] a few on [the] boat,” and that a “black bug [got] down her dress.”


Bow’s stepfather, Edward H. Foley, who was a Treasury undersecretary under President Truman, had pulled strings to secure the girls tickets to a garden party at Buckingham Palace. Being greeted by King George VI and Queen Elizabeth in a receiving line beneath a tent in a rainstorm was, Jackie gasped to Bow, “the most exciting moment of my life.” They twice shook hands with Winston Churchill. For seven weeks, the foursome toured England, Italy, Switzerland, and France, chaperoned by Jackie and Bow’s high school Latin teacher, whom Jackie planned to “lock… in a closet at night” so they could go to a nightclub in Paris. Her wish came true when her stepbrother and confidant, Hugh “Yusha” Auchincloss, arrived in town and took her out.


Upon her return to the United States, Jackie began searching for a way to spend her junior year studying in Paris. Vassar didn’t offer any such program, but she fatefully spotted a hallway bulletin-board flyer about Smith College’s program at the Sorbonne. Non-Smith applicants were rare, and her enrollment was not guaranteed. She applied in January 1949, taking two extra courses in French language and literature in order to improve her French and demonstrate her commitment. Initially, Smith approved her only for study in London, but after agreeing to first take an intensive six-week language course at the University of Grenoble, she was finally granted the Paris option. In her own words, she “finagled into” the program.


Her dilemma was that she had to get that Leica in hand before she left the United States for Europe in August, a month after her twentieth birthday. Getting it as a birthday present seemed like the most realistic way to acquire it in time for her transatlantic crossing. It so happened, though, that one of the very few things John Vernou “Black Jack” Bouvier III and his ex-wife, Janet Auchincloss, could agree on was that this birthday present Jackie was so set on was too great an extravagance. In June 1949, the Leica IIc was retailing for $185 ($2,100 today). She had assured her parents that she’d considered several options, boring them with the technical details regarding the capacity of one camera type versus another. The Leica IIc, she authoritatively explained, would be ideal for both black-and-white outdoor photos and color slides of artwork taken in the museums she would soon be visiting in Paris. Plus, the sturdy Leica would fit into her handbag, or she could wear it around her neck on a leather strap.


They’d both think about it, her parents told her; there was still time. Once school was out, she’d first see her mother at home in McLean, join Daddy for two weeks of vacation with his family in East Hampton, and then visit her mother and stepfather at their Newport, Rhode Island, summer estate, Hammersmith Farm, before leaving for France. Reviewing all this for Yusha, she conceded it would take “a real effort” to get the “little Leica” from either parent. But Jackie Bouvier thrived on challenge.





JACKIE HAD MET YUSHA—TALL, gaunt, and shy—at Merrywood when she was twelve and he was fourteen, just days after the Japanese had bombed Pearl Harbor and the United States entered World War II. Mummy was then dating Hugh D. Auchincloss, Yusha’s father, and the two Auchincloss men retrieved Jackie, her sister, Caroline (who was called by her middle name, Lee), and Mummy from Washington’s Union Station, already thick with members of the armed forces. Yusha’s first impression was of “Jackie’s concern for the men in uniform and knowledge of current events. With her French heritage, she was interested in what would become of France now that America was at last in the war.” Although Jackie had “dreams of glory at too early an age to be of service,” it was clear to him that she wanted a life that left an impact. After dinner, their parents tried to teach them gin rummy. Neither Yusha nor Jackie was interested.


The pair had permanently bonded when, in the course of his showing her the local sights, they had discovered their mutual passion for history. She read aloud the words of Lincoln engraved on the wall of his memorial. In the Smithsonian, she fixated on exhibits about Native American tribes and the First Ladies. Staring at the White House, closed due to wartime restrictions, she “wondered how the Roosevelts must now feel after Pearl Harbor.” At Arlington National Cemetery, she wondered how many more graves would be there by the war’s end. Six months later, in June 1942, the modest exchange of marital vows between his twice-divorced father and her once-divorced mother made them family.


The intense, enduring connection Jackie and Yusha formed carried over into frequent correspondences when they both attended boarding school and lived away from home. Together, they could endlessly ponder topics from war news to classical literature to existentialism. As she told him in one letter from school: “I’d rather be with you and talk to you than anyone and the things you say about what to do and be like are the things I value more than what anyone else tells me—Mummy, Daddy, everyone. You have some of the most beautiful ideas about—I guess you’d call it life though I feel… just to talk to you when things are all mixed up—is so wonderful… every minute I realize how lucky I am to have a brother like you.”


In another letter from school, she told him: “Anything you write always gives me food for thought & sets me thinking for hours. You always have a lot of ideas that never occurred to me before—or if they did occur to me, I could never express them the way you can.”


“If you could just stay the way you are and always be naturally yourself,” he wrote her. “Then all people will love you… as a friend they love [you] instinctively and can always put their utmost trust in you, and feel when they are broken-hearted or confused that you will always try to help and be part of their grief and happiness.”





JACKIE MAY HAVE STILL been a teenager as she prepared to go to Paris that summer of 1949, but she had long been thinking as an adult; she had an impulse to set her own course and rise and fall by her choices. It wasn’t that she couldn’t enjoy what her friends did or conform when she saw the value in doing so. She wasn’t an intentional contrarian. She simply derived the most out of life by taking her own path.


As soon as Jackie returned to Merrywood, she was dashing around. In between a dental appointment and a horse show, she saw Vivi Taylor for lunch. They’d become friends in Newport, when they shared secrets in a code of broken French and Spanish while their mothers and a battalion of formidable matrons played what Jackie wryly called “dragon bridge.” A striking, tall divorcée, Vivi led a faster life, educated by tutors in Europe and dating movie star Lawrence Tierney, but that spring she was beset by insecurity about her personal appeal. In love with the Italian count Marco Fabio Crespi and anxious for word that his quickie annulment proceedings in Mexico had begun, she worried that he might decide not to marry her, as they planned. Despite being seven years her junior, the college student calmed her friend with simple advice. “First of all, she questioned why I would even want to marry again,” Vivi recalled. Jackie then summarized her operational mantra in two words. “She looked right into me and said firmly, ‘Become distinct.’ She repeated it: ‘Become distinct.’ ”


Throughout the summer, Jackie eagerly attended wedding after wedding, happy not to be a bride herself. At eighteen years old, knowing what postwar marriage meant for women, she had publicly declared her unconventional determination to resist the altar. Even as a high school junior, she made her phobia of domesticity clear to a beau, Bev Corbin, when she asked him: “Can you think of anything worse than living in a small town like this all your life and competing to see which housewife could bake the best cake?” In her 1947 high school graduation yearbook, under the entry of “Ambition,” she submitted five stern words: “Not to be a housewife.” She calmed one friend whose boyfriend was ambivalent about marriage, advising her that young men “don’t want to be tied down before they’ve had a chance to make a good start in the world in business.” She also advised Yusha not to even “think of getting married soon,” opining that “it hampers people terribly if they get married when they’re still in college.”


In fact, Jackie declared that she would rather have even a lowly job than be married. Before the Vassar term had ended, she composed an illustrated poem for her engaged Vassar friend Ellen “Puffin” Gates, in which she contrasted her own likely future: “Jackie skinny and underpaid / Is earning her living as the French maid.” While only a jest, it did imply her belief that even if she was performing the same domestic chores as a wife, at least a maid was responsible only for herself.


In the poem, Jackie also warned Puffin of marriage’s “thorns,” when “wedded bliss turns into wedded strife,” and that her husband would begin “moaning about his slovenly wife.” The sting of it also likely reflected her feeling about going to Paris alone; Puffin, who she said was as “full of mischief” as herself, had been accepted to the study-abroad program with her, then suddenly abandoned the plan to get married instead. Predicting that Puffin would soon be jealous of “Jackie drinking bourbon at the Sorbonne,” she drew a cartoon representing her idea of a woman’s married life—feeding a baby at six in the morning and burning toast, adding two sarcastic lines: “Instead of boating on the Seine, alas, Puffin’s floating down the drain in Pittsfield, Mass.”


Before she began “tearing all over the rest of June for weddings,” Jackie had briefly overlapped at Merrywood with her mother, who was about to leave for Newport. Janet appreciated just how much her daughter loved taking pictures with her practical and inexpensive Brownie—a popular camera choice for young people dating back to the turn of the century. When finally relaxed with cigarette and cocktail in hand, Janet could beam a radiant smile as Jackie slinked around family gatherings, sure to take everyone’s picture with her Brownie, later pasting them into black album pages. Blending her artistic and journalistic impulses, Jackie annotated her photo albums with drawings referencing the settings, handwritten poetry, and name, date, and place identifications, not just giving the pages a contextual record but capturing the mood each event had provoked. “I love nostalgia,” she admitted. Though Janet recognized Jackie’s fondness for photography, she didn’t realize how much more serious her daughter’s interest had become, and certainly didn’t believe that buying the expensive Leica was necessary for her to continue snapping away.


Since her daughter would be with Black Jack on her birthday, Janet thrust a card into Jackie’s hand with cash folded inside before leaving for Newport. Most of Mummy’s money came via “Unk,” Jackie’s nickname for her stepfather (derived from “Uncle Hughdie”). At times she could withhold the pettiest amount, and then, without warning, become generous. As Jackie once reported to Yusha when Janet bumped her monthly allowance from $25 to $125, “Mummy’s being very extravagant all of a sudden, so now I’m wallowing in luxury.”


Whether or not Janet expected Jackie to count the cash then and there, she made it clear there wasn’t enough to buy the camera, advising, “You can get the rest you need from him,” meaning Daddy. Once she added up the amount, Jackie was miffed—“it was less than half.”





AT POINTS WHEN SHE sensed she’d be particularly vulnerable, Jackie felt she needed the moral support offered by Yusha’s presence. At her request, Yusha joined Jackie at Merrywood after Janet left that June. As a bridesmaid to Bow, her third friend to marry that summer, Jackie only felt confident hosting a pool party for those in the wedding with Yusha there.


The estate sat on a high cliff overlooking the turbulent Potomac, and when there together, the stepsiblings shared a ritual that seemed to provide internal stability for Jackie. “I’m glad we walked down to the garden & watched the river,” Jackie had written him. “Whenever we do the most peaceful feeling comes over me & I forget the hectic little life of parties & tearing hither & yon.” In 1946, as her first round of social events during her first winter break from Miss Porter’s School approached, she implored him to join her: “I simply couldn’t stand going to a dance without you.” At her June 1947 high school graduation, she insisted, “You have to come up… [and] see me walk down the aisle…. I won’t be able to hold my head up if you don’t.” Anticipating her debutante tea at Hammersmith two months later, she wrote to him that he had “to be there for it and stand in the receiving line with me.”


Before Jackie finally left Merrywood to join her father in East Hampton, she had her trunks for Paris sent to Newport. She was already concerned about the long separation from Yusha ahead. “I won’t see you for a minute for the next year,” she wrote him once their brief reunion in Newport at the end of summer was over, just before she left for Paris.


But if Jackie loved him, Yusha remained in love with her. In his March 23, 1943, diary entry, he recorded that while they listened to records in the living room, he’d blurted out to her “that she had a lot of sex appeal, more than anyone because she made people love to be with her and when they see her, they had a tingle run through their veins.” Three years later, his ardor had changed: “I don’t love her as a brother or as a lover, but as a good friend who can understand and comfort me. I can feel sorry for myself. She makes me feel better.”





ANOTHER MAN IN HER life had an entirely different, though no less intense, love for Jackie. On July 14, she arrived in New York City, met by her father. All year long he looked forward to this annual summer reunion, which also usually included his younger daughter, Lee. They’d seen each other just before Jackie’s sophomore exams, but no matter how brief their separation, he was always eager to see her.


He typically welcomed his daughters with an effusion of embraces and kisses, as well as a critique of their appearance combined with flattering praise. Sometimes Black Jack spoke about their physical appeal in a way that might appear inappropriate to anyone other than those who knew them well. “Will you look at her eyes,” he once remarked about Lee, “and those sexy lips of hers.” After carefully looking over Jackie, dressed for a party, he couldn’t resist later writing her, “Pet, I must admit you did look awfully pretty to your old man tonight pink gloves and all.”


Then they would typically begin arguing, Bouvier-style—heated and unrelentingly loud. Months earlier, after using his Bloomingdale’s charge account with abandon, she failed to call him on Easter Sunday, and he yelled at her for both using the card and ignoring him. His reactions were not entirely predictable. Initially upset when he learned that she applied for the yearlong study-abroad program through Smith College, he then felt such pride at her acceptance that he offered to underwrite it all.


Eighteen months earlier, upon the death of “Grampy Jack,” her widowed paternal grandfather, Jackie’s twin aunts, Michelle Putnam and Maude Davis, had inherited the family’s East Hampton estate, “Lasata,” a wood-shingled manor house at 121 Further Lane, a block from the ocean and three blocks from the Maidstone Club. It sat on fourteen acres of manicured lawn and featured groves of graceful trees, a sunken Italian garden, a rose garden, a vegetable garden, fountains, a sundial, and a riding stable and ring. The twins were also left the smaller but still commodious “Wildmoor,” a few miles away, with a widow’s walk that offered a view of the crashing Atlantic.


By the time of Jackie’s visit in July 1949, the Bouvier wealth had so rapidly dissipated that taxes and maintenance costs forced the twins to begin preparing to sell Lasata. Michelle was living in South America with her second husband, Harrington Putnam, but Maude, her husband, John Davis, and their daughter, Maudie, occupied Wildmoor that summer of 1949 so Maude would be able to manage the sale of Lasata; Wildmoor, which the family had used to generate some income as a summer rental in the three previous years, would next be on the market.


For his summer weeks with his daughters, Black Jack typically rented one of the small East Hampton cottages owned and operated by the Sea Spray Inn. The cottages were about a mile and a half from Wildmoor, where Maude hosted Jackie’s twentieth birthday party on July 28. Along with the three Davis-family members, Black Jack, and Jackie, the gathering included her divorced aunt Edith Beale, a permanent East Hampton resident who lived alone in her deteriorating estate, Grey Gardens, and her visiting youngest son, Phelan. In honor of her niece’s imminent voyage, Edith warbled “La Marseillaise” instead of “Happy Birthday.”


According to the story she told Yusha, Jackie withheld from her father the fact that her mother had given her some money for the camera she wanted. With his trademark drama for making a splash, having noted the make and model of the one she wanted, he didn’t give her money toward the purchase of it but rather dispatched a clerk from his office to the camera shop to buy it outright for her. Jacqueline Bouvier got her Leica.


While in East Hampton, Jackie joined a fashion-show fundraiser for the Ladies Village Improvement Society, which maintained the enclave’s public appearance. A photo of Jackie was featured in “society” columns, modeling a Mexican china poblana folk dress at the outdoor event and afterward posing with her father for photographer Bert Morgan. She was used to this; her name and face had been appearing in newspapers since she was an infant. Whether or not she liked such exposure was moot; fawning publicity was an aspect of privilege that both her parents avidly sought for themselves and insisted on for her as well.


Another instinct Black Jack and Janet shared was to claim that if anything went wrong, it was the other’s fault. Before leaving East Hampton on August 5 for Newport, Jackie took a bad fall off her beloved elderly horse, Danseuse. She went briefly unconscious and badly hurt her back. Mummy suggested to her niece Mimi that Jackie’s father had been inattentive because “that never happened when she rode with me.” Daddy told his sister Maude that Jackie had tumbled because she was upset after a stern call from Mummy before riding.


When Jackie’s train arrived at the Kingston, Rhode Island, station, Yusha retrieved her. As they drove into nearby Newport, she crowed about the new possession she wore around her neck as if it were a “diamond necklace”—her Leica—regaling him with the machinations it took for her to get it. (There is no evidence to suggest that Janet, perpetually distracted by running her vast household and tending to her many social obligations, asked about, or indeed even noticed, the camera.)


After years of having her parents use her to attack each other, Jackie remained an ally to both, but had become expert in employing their enmity to her advantage, often with a casual suggestion to one that the other had been more indulgent. She recalled for a friend an incident when her father let her buy three “heavenly dresses” on his charge account; when Jackie told her mother, the news made her “livid,” but “she let me keep them!” She also had a tactic for shaking money from both, telling Yusha, “When the allowance Mummy gives me runs out, I ask Daddy for some & vice versa.”


Jackie had no need to worry they would compare notes about their gifts to her—the two barely spoke. If Daddy answered the phone when “that bitch” (as his nephew Jack Davis recalled him calling his ex-wife) rang for Jackie, he held the receiver out to her in disgust. If he phoned her at home, Mummy told her it was “the drunk” (also per Jack Davis) calling. Since Janet’s remarriage, their only known proximity to each other was at Jackie’s 1947 high school graduation. Their one reported phone conversation involved Janet’s insisting that Jack pay for Jackie’s dental care and his arguing that she should, in that case, go to his New York dentist, a disagreement he lost. Still, very little about money escaped Mummy’s attention.


In Jackie’s fleeting days at Hammersmith Farm there was a palpable tension, with Mummy fixated on what Jackie might be saying about Black Jack when out and about. Her cousin Jack Davis, then stationed at the naval base in Newport, recalled the tension between Jackie and her mother as Janet sat perched on the arm of a sofa, not even trying to disguise her eavesdropping.


It was no surprise that at one point Jackie animatedly whispered to him, “I’m so excited about France. I can’t wait to go!”


Studying at the Sorbonne and learning flawless French was her ostensible objective, but a desire to experience a different life was what truly drove her to cross the Atlantic. As she had written several years earlier to a friend who was relocating abroad, “I envy you in a way because you are going to something new and therefore exciting… living with sophisticated people instead of homey little folks like mine!” Now Jackie would be liberated and able to think for herself.


Just before leaving, Jackie won first prize at a Bailey’s Beach Club costume party dressed as Rita Hayworth, a fact that made the nation’s society columns. The day before departing, she was honored with the thirty-four other students bound for study in Paris at a New York luncheon with Hollywood gossip columnist Hedda Hopper, where the French consul raised a glass to toast them. Jackie was among the handful to pose for a news photo about the event. The next day, August 23, 1949, aboard the De Grasse, ready for departure, the group was asked to sing “La Vie en Rose,” and an Associated Press photographer snapped images of five students walking the deck, including Jackie. For the third time in a week, “Miss Bouvier” was mentioned in the papers, twice with her picture.


As the ship’s horn blew and bells clanged, tubes of colored paper popped, streaming over those on the dock. Waving from the deck to Yusha and Mummy as they grew small in the distance, Jackie left America with not only a “bon voyage bonus”—Mummy’s unneeded cash contribution to the cost of the camera—but also her new Leica. As was almost always the case, Jackie Bouvier had gotten exactly what she wanted.
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1929–1948


Jackie began her transatlantic voyage to France exuberant about what she hoped would be a year ahead of emotional and intellectual independence. Part of her excitement was certainly also relief to be leaving her complex past behind—one that was privileged, but also traumatic.


Even before she was born, Jacqueline Lee Bouvier was generating excitement. She made the newspapers prior to her arrival, social columns elaborating that the “stork is hovering” above the Bouviers, reporting that just a year after “Black Jack Bouvier who was supposed to be as hard hearted a bachelor as ever burned up Broadway” had “succumbed to marriage” and “the other gay bachelors of town are rather amusedly thinking of dark young Bouvier as a staid father.” Her mother would later tell Jackie’s confidante Nancy “Tucky” Tuckerman that her daughter so wanted to avoid the hard truths of the world that she delayed her own birth by six weeks (she’d been expected in the middle of June). Tucky thought Janet’s joke might have contained lingering resentment about the interminable pregnancy that prevented her from competing in horse shows half the summer, although she was back at it before the season ended and won a third-prize ribbon twenty days after giving birth.


As they awaited the baby’s birth, at least the family was summering on the East End of Long Island, where it tended to be cooler at that time of year than in the city. Jack’s niece “Little Edie” Beale recorded in her Saturday, July 28, 1929, diary entry that her grandmother Bouvier had called to say that “Janet had a little girl… Poor Jack was rather disappointed that Janet had a girl. Most men want boys but a girl would be my favorite.”


From the start, Jacqueline Bouvier’s life was overcast by drama. Forty-two days after her birth, on October 8, her thirty-six-year-old uncle, William “Buddy” Bouvier, died in Los Olivos, California, of acute alcoholism. Less than three weeks after that, on October 24—“Black Tuesday”—the American stock market crashed, which substantially reduced the great wealth of her families. On December 22, she was christened at St. Ignatius Loyola on Park Avenue. Mummy’s father, James Lee, was her designated godfather but he got stuck in traffic, so Black Jack substituted his nine-year-old fatherless nephew, Miche Bouvier, to avoid further delaying the ceremony, which enraged his father-in-law. On January 15, 1930, her parents left Jackie behind, although she was only six months old, as they departed on the Augustus, traveling for two months through Spain, Italy, France, and England, including an excursion on the legendary Orient Express train, their adventures covered in newspaper social columns.


The first photograph of the infant to appear in the press was published when she was only five months old, posed with her mother in a Brooklyn Daily Eagle society column. Her second birthday party—with pony rides, a Jack Horner pie, and nineteen guests—marked the first time she was the sole subject of a news article, in the East Hampton Star. At five, the Star identified her as “one of the most attractive riders” in a horse show. At eight, the Daily News showed her seated on a horse-show fence, and the East Hampton Star called her a “little Miss with her lovely curls and well-cut riding habit [who] presented a picture the judges and audience could not resist.” Other New York papers featured photos of the toddler at dog shows with beloved Scottish terrier Hoochie, followed by Great Dane King Phar, dachshund Hans, cocker spaniel Bonnet, and Bouvier des Flandres Caprice that, Jackie said, “Daddy got us because of the name.”





THE BOUVIER FAMILY’S GREATEST wealth was through the inheritance of Jackie’s paternal grandmother, Maude, via both of her own English-immigrant parents. Jackie’s great-grandfather, William Roberts Sergeant Jr. of Surrey, was a wood-pulp merchant and paper manufacturer who died a dozen years before she was born. Her great-grandmother Edith Matilda Sergeant was the London-born daughter of furniture merchant Alfred Valentine Leaman, who had developed and owned a full block of residential real estate in New York City, on West 23rd Street between Eighth and Ninth Avenues; he later expanded into commercial real estate. Grandma Maude was born in the Bronx, but when she was a student at Brearley, her family moved to Nutley, New Jersey. After her 1890 marriage to Grampy Jack, they built their home “Woodcroft” there.


Born on May 19, 1891, in New York (where he lived until the age of two), John Vernou Bouvier III was raised in Nutley, attending grammar school in nearby Morristown. After he was expelled from boarding school at Phillips Exeter Academy for gambling, his father pushed him through Columbia Grammar & Preparatory School with the help of tutors until he was accepted at Columbia University. He studied there for two years, then transferred to Yale in 1910. A member of the secret society Book and Snake, he excelled at tennis and was on the rowing team, but Jack—in his white flannel trousers, Bloody Mary in hand, cranking up the phonograph—was mostly renowned for his parties.


An entitled, arrogant rogue, Jack gambled illegally (mainly on prizefights, at the racetrack, and in casinos) for high stakes in the company of his pal New York mayor Jimmy Walker. He sped along the Motor Parkway into Long Island, knowing he’d never be ticketed because the chief of police was a former family gardener. On occasion, he donned goggles for a dangerous flight in a Stinson Reliant monoplane to East Hampton, where he also organized and managed a summertime amateur baseball team, Bouvier’s Black Ducks. He never contradicted rumors of his sexual escapades, including that of an affair with fellow Yale Glee Club member Cole Porter. To stand apart from his peers, he devised a distinct appearance, with fashion trademarks such as longer-than-normal shirt cuffs and cuffless trousers, black dancing pumps without socks, and a blue silk straw-hat band that matched his eyes. In 1919, he was thrown out of the Hotel Knickerbocker because he made a “little skip” through the lobby, then in a “rude and unseemly manner stared at the greatly embarrassed ladies… made loud noises, used abusive language and by means of threats, force and violence, attempted to enter the ladies dressing room.” Jack sued the hotel manager for assault.


Jack also staged grand public entrances. When he exited his shining black Lincoln at the premier of Showboat, his diamond cuff links and gold-tipped walking stick were noted in the press. He stood for a moment until he had the attention of the gawking crowds, then swirled off his black cape and gracefully draped it over his arm. (His theatricality even led a talent scout to encourage him to audition for the role of Rhett Butler in the film version of Gone with the Wind.) One reliable affectation never failed to get him attention. Night or day, summer or winter, he was never seen without his face glowing with the darkest possible tan, whether obtained from the sun or a lamp.


Borrowing money from his wealthy great-uncle, he bought a seat on the Stock Exchange, proving wildly successful as a broker. He lived a fast, indulgent life—introspection and emotional commitment were not for him. In June 1914, he quickly got engaged to golf champion Lillian B. Hyde, then suddenly broke it off. By April of 1920, his fiancée was Baltimore debutante Eleanor Carroll Daingerfield Carter. The engagement was called off after six months. Pursuing Chicago heiress Emma Stone but failing to commit, he got his comeuppance when she married his brother.


His unwillingness to marry angered his father, and was the subject of a mocking poem his father wrote him for his thirty-third birthday. “The bachelor may e’er contend / He’ll thus remain until the end,” went one stanza, followed by another about family embarrassment about his single status. “He passes up the very sweetest / The best, the prettiest and the neatest / He jilts. / But when he really needs a wife / who can’t be had for mortal life / He wilts. / So, Sonny, marry when you can / Is my advice for everyman / And you.”


Jack’s July 7, 1928, wedding to his sisters’ friend Janet Norton Lee, an eager social climber seventeen years his junior, seemed only to serve the purpose of making his father happy. Jack’s views on fidelity were made obvious by his pursuit of heiress Doris Duke on his and Janet’s honeymoon voyage to Europe. From the Aquitania, the upset bride wired her new sisters-in-law, who then sent their brother a chastising telegram. Certainly Bouvier suffered from what writer Gore Vidal (Unk’s stepson by his second marriage) termed a “lack of sexual guilt,” even in public, as was shown in a 1933 photograph of him published in the Daily News, sitting on a fence and holding hands with socialite Virginia Kernochan as Janet looked away.





JACKIE BOUVIER’S PRIMARY MEMORY of her parents prior to their 1936 separation was their heading out to a Central Park Casino dance. “I’ll never forget the night my mother and father came into my bedroom all dressed up to go out. I can still smell the scent my mother wore and feel the softness of her fur coat as she leaned over to kiss me good night.” The “moment stayed with me because it was one of the few times I remember seeing my parents together. It was so romantic. So hopeful.”


Later in life, Jackie would idealize this period as a time when she just “thrived on hot dogs and riding smelly old ponies.” In this idyllic version: “Both of our parents made us feel they loved us so much. I always saw a great deal of both of them and as their separation was a gradual thing, I was never conscious of it. They were very wise. Children do separate things with their parents anyway. It never occurred to me we should all be doing it together. Every time we were with our parents, we had that one’s undivided attention with no other parent to compete with us for their affection.”


The truth was quite nearly the opposite. The girls’ nurse, Bertha Kimmerle, recalled Janet as “always tired and upset,” turning her frustration on Black Jack when he returned from work. She attested to Janet’s being largely absent, “doing what she wanted, when she wanted and where she wanted… and the children, consistently without their mother.”


When twenty-year-old Janet Lee married thirty-seven-year-old Jack Bouvier, she entered a family that lived far more extravagantly than her own. Ironically, the Lees had greater wealth, all earned in one generation by her father, James Thomas Lee.


With an engineering degree from City College and political science and law degrees from Columbia University, Jim Lee made his fortune in luxury residential-real-estate development, and banking. He was elected to the Chase National Bank board in 1928 and became the Central Savings Bank president in 1943.


Born in 1877 to the children of immigrants from Cork, Ireland (his father was a New York public-school superintendent, his mother a Troy, New York, teacher), Jim provided private-school educations and debutante parties for his three daughters. He didn’t believe his wealth was to be used to launch them into the highest realms of society. He, his parents, and his grandparents had earned their own income, and as he saw it, Janet and her two sisters could do likewise—or marry someone wealthy. Even though her father eventually left her $12 million from his $94 million estate, Janet perpetually begrudged his refusal to indulge her (an attitude adopted by her daughter Lee, who declared her grandfather “a miser”).


In contrast, Jackie valued “Gramps Lee” as the sole example in her life of wealth being entirely earned rather than inherited. She also saw in him a reliable model of happiness, believing that he was driven less by a simple profit motive than by an intrinsic desire to develop architecturally significant buildings. Proud of his granddaughter Mimi for pursuing a law career and encouraging Jackie to excel in math as she did in literature and French, he never considered gender a barrier to professional achievement. While conceding that Jackie could be difficult, he was drawn to her for her intellectual and creative interests.


Gramps looked after Jackie as she was adjusting to the divorce, randomly sending her a “beautiful teddy bear” that she held on to for years, fruit baskets, and boxed chocolates. He generously donated $1,000 for her school’s war-bond sale to purchase Jeeps, leaving her feeling that it was “so exciting to floor the teacher” with such an amount. He surprised her with a gold pin that she would wear to get “people to fall in love with me,” and she sent him a cartoon of herself as a suitor ogled the piece of jewelry. If, she wrote, she were to pursue an acting career, she promised him “free first row, aisle seats to all my first nights,” and told him, “you can hang a big picture of me in the Chase Bank.”


She was unintimidated by his reputation for being remote and understood the complexity of his character, because she behaved similarly. After apologizing for being a “stick-in-the-mud” the last time they’d been together, she dared to suggest to him that “everyone is just as scared of you as you are of them—but this summer they are more scared of me than I am of them and I like it like that.” She even tried to lure him to Newport, knowing he needed a vacation, and promising fog that would remind him of Wuthering Heights.


Jackie’s relationship with her grandmother Margaret, though rarely mentioned, was close, according to Mimi Ryan Cecil, one of her five first cousins on the Lee side. Their happiest times were excursions to the Belmont racetrack with their favorite companion, Black Jack, who bought them treats, teased and joked to make them laugh, and took them to the stables to meet the jockeys and horses. Not only did Jack love to “play the ponies” as much as Margaret, but he was more attentive to her than her own daughter was.


Jackie’s New York circumference was limited. At three months old, she was brought to her first home, the apartment her parents took after their marriage, at 790 Park Avenue at 73rd Street. The first residence she could remember, from 1932, was a duplex apartment at 740 Park Avenue, a luxurious building owned by her “Gramps” Lee, and where Grandma Margaret lived in a separate apartment (the couple had been estranged for some time). Her father’s parents lived within walking distance, at 765 Park Avenue.


“I don’t remember any special toys,” Jackie claimed of her earliest years, adding, “I hated dolls.” Her mother contradicted this, saying she slept with “Sammy, [a] little rag doll [with] red and white checked trousers.” Her most cherished furnishings were the bookcases she was given at Christmas in 1936, the repository of the little library she began with ballet books, continuing to collect them through college. She gave credit to Mummy for letting her order as many books as she wanted and Grandmother Bouvier for giving her books as Christmas presents. Her observation that “I loved books… most” was an understatement. “I read a lot when I was little, much of which was too old for me. There were Chekhov and Shaw in the room where I had to take naps and I never slept but sat on the windowsill reading, then scrubbed the soles of my feet so the nurse would not see I had been out of bed.”


Among her earliest additions to her collection were the Little Colonel and Wizard of Oz series, Winnie-the-Pooh and other works by A. A. Milne, The Jungle Book, Black Beauty, Little Lord Fauntleroy, and Robinson Crusoe. In the fifth grade, she read both Margaret Mitchell’s Gone with the Wind and Life of Byron, by André Maurois, each three times. After discovering Shakespeare’s Antony and Cleopatra, she learned “all the great passages by heart.” As she matured, her greatest literary passion was Byron, and he, Vaslav Nijinsky, and Noël Coward “were the people I developed passionate interest in.” She also loved F. Scott Fitzgerald, “mostly from a nostalgia for the Twenties developed from Daddy.”


In a “Book Record” diary from the eighth grade, Jackie offered a glimpse into her literary sensibilities: thumbs-down on The Daughter of Time, a biography of writer Katherine Mansfield, whose life Jackie found dull; mixed about Things to Live For, an autobiography of the renowned but controversial Irish writer and poet Francis Stuart; enthusiasm for Nijinsky by the famous dancer’s wife, which she said had “enough excitement and tragedy and everything else for a dozen novels…. It shows that fact is stranger than fiction.” Also among her favorites were Rebecca, by Daphne du Maurier, John Steinbeck’s book of short stories The Long Valley, and Macbeth (she particularly liked the “dagger speech and the ghost speech”). She thought the “uncle thing was wonderful” in Romeo and Juliet, whereas after Romeo melodramatically killed himself “you want to tear your hair.” Again and again in her capsule reviews Jackie focused on character. She seemed to have an innate sense of structure and pacing, but she was especially excited by the personalities of real and imaginary figures.


Jackie’s precociousness made her a novelty, but it created problems in school. Trouble began at Miss Chapin’s grammar school on East End Avenue, where she started in September 1935. One teacher, a Miss Platt, considered Jackie to be “very clever, very artistic,” but also “full of the devil.” Principal Ethel Stringfellow would recall that Miss Bouvier was “the most inquiring mind we’ve had in school for thirty-five years. So much brighter. She got through everything so much quicker. [This] caused trouble at school because [of] ‘idle hands.’ ” As Stringfellow recorded in one report card, “Jacqueline was given a D in Form because her disturbing conduct in her geography class made it necessary to exclude her from the room.”


Jackie admitted to Molly Thayer, “I was always being sent to her [Stringfellow] for breaking rules… and though she let me know she was disappointed in one [she] never let you think she gave you up as hopeless. She was my first great moral influence (only one I can think of now!)”


Jackie also recalled that Stringfellow taught through memorization—including historical events, which were to be recited by date; Bible verses; and passages of literature. Tucky remembered that when they were sent home with the assignment of memorizing a single stanza of a lengthy Tennyson poem, Jackie returned knowing every stanza by heart.


Despite their being “very strict and classical,” she loved the ballet lessons she took at Miss O’Neill’s school in the Metropolitan Opera House, and while she was crushed to soon enough learn that she lacked the ideal physicality to pursue ballet further, the process taught her enormous physical discipline, as did her horseback riding lessons.


Mummy considered the exclusive schools which her daughter attended valuable only for the social status they conveyed; while proud of her daughter’s high grades, she adhered to the belief that intelligent women were not appealing to men, period. Black Jack, however, believed Jackie’s intelligence marked her as destined for prominence, the pathway to such ascent being academic excellence. He would encourage her to be “a standout at school. In fact, I’ve such high ambitions for you. I know you’ve got it in you to be a leader.” Throughout her education, it was Black Jack who invested himself in her achievements, jubilantly bragging how she’d “taken all the prizes in her class this year.” When she dashed in for supper after playing outside, Mummy scolded her in front of relatives: “[Y]our hair looks like a bird’s nest.” Black Jack exclaimed, “Doesn’t Jackie look terrific?”


Jackie’s reciprocal appreciation of his unqualified support, faith in her abilities, and devotion was effusive. In a previously unpublished account, she declared that he was “an ideal father… a rather childish, imaginative, mischievous side to his nature made him the greatest companion. I was rather a tomboy—he was very proud when I learned to jump on my pony…. He let us climb trees and spoiled us by giving us ice cream cones at just the time it would spoil one’s supper.”





DURING BLACK JACK AND Janet’s trial separation, from October 1936 to April 1937, Black Jack moved into a suite at the Westbury Hotel, then moved back home for several months. It was clear there would be no reconciliation, and the final separation came in autumn 1937, when, after briefly staying with his parents, he settled into his permanent apartment at 125 East 74th Street.


As the girls consistently defended Daddy, Mummy’s escalating resentment toward her children manifested through her “frequently yell[ing]” and her “very quick and at times violent temper,” according to Bertha Kimmerle. “Mrs. Bouvier left the apartment many weekends,” Kimmerle continued, speaking about the fall and winter of 1937, “leaving the children alone,” including one New Year’s Eve and Day, “having gone to Tuxedo with some man.” Mummy refused to let the girls see their father, she continued, “jealous of the children’s affection for him.” Although Janet only threatened to hit Lee, it was different with Jackie. Kimmerle was stunned to witness how “Mrs. Bouvier gave Jacqueline a very severe spanking because the little girl had been too noisy in her play. She would spank Jacqueline quite frequently and became often irritated with the child, but for no reason that I was able to see.”


During the summer of 1938, Jack and Janet had rented separate homes, in East Hampton and Bellport, respectively. With Janet “highly nervous and irritable,” Jackie “frequently spoke about running away and going to her father’s house,” one of the household staff, Bernice Anderson, recounted, “when her mother was away. Jacqueline asked me to help her find her father’s number in the telephone book as she was so unhappy, she wanted to talk to him without delay.” Black Jack ensured that his daughters got exercise and rest, and ate nutritiously; while under Janet’s control, said Kimmerle, the children ate canned food at no established mealtime.


That fall brought abrupt displacement from the only true home Jackie knew, in the building owned by her grandfather, to a cheaper and smaller one in his building at One Gracie Square. Here, Janet was “worse,” Anderson testified, staying in bed until lunch. She was “highly nervous all during this time… and drank even more than at Bellport and almost every night she used to take sleeping pills.”


There was increasing conflict. “Jacqueline used to say on many occasions that she hated her mother,” Anderson continued. “Jacqueline and her mother frequently had yelling spells; she would yell at Jacqueline and Jacqueline would yell back at her mother. In fact, they both were very high-strung and Mrs. Bouvier seemed to be by far the worse of the two.” Her friend Martha Buck thought Jackie suffered “emotional damage” living under Mummy’s tyranny and “warped values.” Even the cynical Gore Vidal would admit that “her life in the world had been a good deal harder than she ever let on.”


By October 1938, the Bouviers had been separated for nearly two years when Janet first filed for divorce. Jack refused, fearing the effect on his daughters, and called on Kimmerle, Anderson, and another household staff member, Bertha Newey, for their testimony defending him. Getting nowhere, Janet hired a detective to find evidence of her husband’s adultery, the only grounds on which “absolute divorce” was granted in New York State. In early 1940, Janet’s private eye reported Black Jack’s being “overly friendly” with divorced blond St. Louis socialite Marjorie McKittrick Berrien and an “unnamed woman in his summer home in East Hampton.”


For all her later declarations about the unseemliness of publicity, Janet was a fixture in the nation’s society columns as one of the “smart New Yorkers,” and in filing for divorce she took advantage of that to publicly call Black Jack an adulterer, as the January 26, 1940, New York Daily News story, “Sues Husband as Love Commuter; ‘Other Women’ Were Plural,” made clear:


“The very social John Vernou Bouvier 3rd, didn’t have much time by himself, according to divorce papers filed by his wife…. In her plaint she indicated that Bouvier had spent most of his time since the summer of 1936 galloping from one siren to another. Mrs. Janet Lee Bouvier, of the Long Island horsey set, declared the trysting covered a considerable area from East Hampton to Manhattan, with her husband acting as a sort of commuter in love. Mrs. Bouvier said there had been so many women she had been unable to get more than a line on most of them.”


Her public declaration about Black Jack’s adultery, however, backfired. Not only did she fail to get her divorce based on what were deemed inconclusive claims, but she also humiliated Jackie, who was teased by her cousins and schoolmates. None of this, suffice it to say, further endeared Janet to her daughters.


That summer, Janet took the girls to Reno, Nevada’s Lazy-A Ranch for a six-week “vacation” to establish residency in Nevada, which granted no-fault divorce at the end of that length of time. Jackie reveled in her first trip West, befriending the ranch hands and riding Western style. She fondly recalled a mustang pony named Banjo and a larger, wilder horse called Wagstaff, upon whom she “galloped across the Nevada desert.”


In the end, Black Jack agreed not to fight the divorce she obtained in Reno on July 22, 1940. Less than a week later, Jackie turned eleven. Perhaps to irritate her now ex-husband (who was enjoying his new single status in East Hampton), Janet returned there with her daughters for the rest of the summer, all of them staying with her father at his home on Lily Pond Lane. When they went to Gracie Square in September, Mummy made it difficult for Jackie to call her father, let alone see him. He retaliated by telling Jackie he would no longer board her beloved horse Danseuse in the city unless she found a way to call him. Such was the predictable trap both set for their daughter out of spite for each other.


For many years after the divorce, Jackie seemed bewildered by her mother’s decision to pursue it. When she first met the art critic Bernard Berenson, she asked him rhetorically, “Why did Mummy divorce Daddy?”


It was a question worth closer examination. Money was always a motive for Mummy. In 1926, Jackie’s father had earned nearly $11 million in stock market profits and over $1 million as a specialist broker. In 1935, during the Great Depression, however, he earned only around $680,000 in commissions and trading, but his expenses were over $777,000. In 1936, when his income fell below $566,000, he blamed it on the new crackdowns on specialist brokers like himself, initiated by Securities and Exchange Commission chairman Joseph P. Kennedy.


But money was not everything. Janet’s reaction to Jack’s seductive behavior around other women prompted him to write her in September, just three months after marrying her: “Sweet, all you have to do is to just be your little self, not becoming excited, temperamental, and not shouting angrily at me and we’ll get on beautifully.” As a newlywed, he had flirted but had had no known love affairs or mistresses. Before becoming pregnant that fall, Janet could have petitioned for an annulment. She didn’t. She filed for separation in 1936, the year Jack’s income plummeted. Notably, her 1940 divorce claim referenced only affairs during the four years of their separation, when he failed to regain great wealth.


As far as the reason for the divorce, Jackie seemingly accepted Daddy’s simplistic rationale that “all men are rats.” She adored her father and accepted his overt attempts to seduce other women as inevitable, yet she seemed to consider Mummy’s unwillingness to sublimate her resulting humiliation as a weakness that caused the divorce. That conviction—that loyalty to a marriage in which a husband strayed was a sign of strength and proper recognition of duty and priorities—would stay with Jackie.


Janet’s mother had angrily opposed her daughter’s divorce plans, arguing that Jack’s devotion to their children’s happiness was the priority. With Jim Lee refusing to provide support beyond housing and emergency needs and Jack’s modest alimony denying her a lavish lifestyle, Janet was forced to take a low-paying job modeling clothes at Macy’s, which covered the cost of Jackie’s dance lessons. Little could she imagine that the humiliating department store work would lead to a permanent and more lucrative position as the wife of a Standard Oil heir. But Janet’s fate turned when the flamboyant alcoholic socialite Nina Gore Vidal Auchincloss walked through Macy’s revolving door during the holiday rush.


The daughter of a U.S. senator from Oklahoma, Nina had first married aviation engineer Eugene Vidal, with whom she had a son, Gore. In 1935 she divorced Eugene and wed Hugh D. Auchincloss. A graduate of Yale and Columbia Law School and a member of exclusive country clubs, Auchincloss had served in the navy during World War I and in the State and Commerce Departments in the 1920s, and had traced U-boat movements in the Caribbean at naval stations in Jamaica and Washington during World War II. His seven-year marriage to Czarist Russian Maya de Chrapovitsky, who escaped the Bolsheviks, had ended in 1932 after she suffered a brain injury in a helicopter accident; their only child was Yusha. With Hugh, Nina had a daughter, Nini, in 1937, and a son, Tommy, in 1939, but, chatting up Janet in Macy’s, she revealed her plan to divorce her husband. Janet knew who that husband was; while living at the Nevada divorce ranch, she had met an heiress, also there to end her marriage. Her maiden name was Esther Auchincloss, and her brother was Hugh.


Nine months after meeting Janet, Nina did divorce Hugh. Eight weeks later, Janet Bouvier suddenly appeared at a Washington party, lengthily quoted in the Washington Star’s November 7, 1941, society column, perhaps strategically. Telegraphing a distinct impression that she needed nobody else’s money, the article printed her bold lie that “the apartment on Park Avenue which Janet owns” would be leased out, when of course it was owned by her father. She bragged about her own home “with a huge open fireplace in the drawing room and a little entrance hall all its own with stairs leading to the bedrooms upstairs.” Mrs. Bouvier further declared that she would be “coming down this winter for a visit” to D.C. The column also included a mention of the appearance, “later on in the evening,” of the recently divorced Hugh Auchincloss.


That winter, Janet and Hugh—each traveling with their own group of friends—ended up on the same Caribbean cruise. Coincidental or arranged, it became Janet’s version of how they met. Ostensibly for a vacation in the nation’s capital, Janet took her daughters to Washington, introducing them to Auchincloss. On her first tour of the White House, Jackie was disappointed by the lack of historical furnishings. On her first tour of Hugh’s home, Janet was awed by his obvious wealth. Two months later, she married him. Seven months after that, he inherited nearly $20 million and the family’s summer estate, Hammersmith Farm.


Mummy’s obsessive fear of living without tremendous wealth affected Jackie. After a school discussion about “labor overthrowing capital,” Jackie was anxious about prestigious boarding schools being eliminated and that she would be “begging in the streets & working in coal mines,” as she wrote Yusha. That exaggerated scenario reflected Jackie’s sheltered privilege; her closest encounter with poverty so far had been laughing at the Little Rascals urchins during Saturday movie matinees with Grandma Bouvier. By leaving Jack and marrying Unk, Janet ensured an even more elitist status for Jackie. It came at a cost, however, forever defining a daughter’s most primary relationship. Jackie never forgave Mummy for the divorce, and Mummy never forgave Jackie for feeling that way about it.


Throughout the two years of Jack and Janet’s separation—1938 to 1940—and then the two years after the 1940 divorce, Jack was able to enjoy the company of his daughters on most weekends during the school year, over part of the Christmas holiday, and for a few summer weeks in East Hampton. However, two months after Janet’s June 1942 remarriage to Unk, she and her daughters moved to Unk’s Virginia home. From September 1942 until June 1944, Jackie attended the Holton-Arms School in Washington, where she completed grammar school and had her freshman year of high school. During this time, Jackie was unable to see her father much on weekends, and they had just six summer weeks together in East Hampton. Black Jack’s brother-in-law John Davis noted how heavily he began drinking and how he raged against Janet and her new husband, whom he dubbed “Take-a-Loss-with-Auchincloss.”


Once Jackie left Washington to begin boarding school in September 1944 at Miss Porter’s in Farmington, Connecticut, however, she and her father were able to spend more time alone together than ever before, she being close enough for him to visit her and for her to make weekend trips to him. (Mummy’s drive to see Jackie could be up to six hours, but it took barely two for Black Jack.) It was also Jackie’s first significant escape from Mummy’s control. Though life at Miss Porter’s came with its own insufferable restrictions, Jackie learned to undermine them, cultivating a bad-girl persona.


“I was playing the Strip Polka,” she wrote to Yusha about an encounter with her high school music teacher, who “snatched up the music and said what would Chopin think if he could see me now.” As for chapel prayer readings, she asked, “Do you think in your wildest dreams that I would ever get asked to read anything?… I shall try to be pious—but what a job!” She implored Yusha to bring her cigarettes so she could be “evil in the woods.” After receiving a package of “illegal food” from him, she felt guilty but “not enough to give it up.” She liked the nightly challenge of breaking the rules to slip out to the local drugstore to get ice cream. After the headmaster discovered that her phone calls were not from her stepfather, as she had claimed, she “thought of some lovely alibis.”


Hearing fire engines, she began “praying that Main House has gone up in smoke,” eager to “get out of this place” and “live in luxury and sin.” After throwing water over stairs to hit a housemother, she was put “on bounds,” prohibited from having visitors for two consecutive weekends. “Damn, damn, damn,” she moaned to a friend. When she couldn’t stand class, she’d fake illness to get into the infirmary:


“I stuck hot water in my mouth and my temperature went up to 104 degrees after it had been normal for days—and they were furious and took it ten times in a row and told Mr. J and they kicked me out. Now tonight I’m planning to get pneumonia—take a hot bath and stand in front of the open window and go to bed wet—and if they don’t let me home then I’ll swallow iodine.”


When she was able to escape campus and wasn’t with her father in New York, Jackie was often at Strawberry Hill, the nearby Farmington, Connecticut, estate owned by Wilmarth Sheldon Lewis—or “Uncle Lefty,” as the family nicknamed him—and his wife, Annie, who was Unk’s sister. Uncle Lefty was a distinguished literary scholar and author, and his home had a massive library of rare books. Under Uncle Lefty’s tutelage, Jackie spent weekends reading through his collection, first grasping how the underpinnings of American democracy as espoused by Franklin and Jefferson were rooted in the philosophies of French Enlightenment writers Voltaire, Rousseau, and Diderot.


Despite her behavior, Jackie would emerge from Miss Porter’s with such passion for the world of words that she won an award in literature upon graduating. She especially credited her “hard taskmaster” of a literature teacher for introducing her to “Word Wealth,” a process of “drilling and discipline” to expand her vocabulary: “It gave me such an appreciation of good writing and helped me to write.”


As he watched her grow up, Black Jack increasingly focused on her looks. He taught her to be “individualistic” like him, encouraging her to wear a single unusual piece of jewelry or a trademark piece of clothing on a regular basis. He also encouraged her to stand out—and stand out she did. At Vassar, for example, she was remembered for striding into the dining hall wearing a full riding costume of black boots and tan jodhpurs. She copied his skin tone. “I’ve a blazing sunburn and it’s killing me,” she wrote Yusha, “but I wouldn’t give it up for the world.” After informing him she was getting a “poodle cut” coiffure, her father was anxious for hours until she appeared, still beautiful to him. When Jackie seemed not to take her father’s counsel as seriously as he did, Black Jack would become enraged. On one occasion, while she and his girlfriend Sally Butler were dressing for a formal event, Jackie asked whether she should wear a pearl necklace or a gold chain that Daddy had given her as a symbol of their bond. Butler suggested the pearls, which Jackie put on. In a sudden display of anger, he pulled and broke the necklace on her neck, screaming at her until she put on his chain.


He also began advising her on handling men, writing to her, “I never wanted you to be a prig at any time, but to be able to put guys… in their place is always the thing for a girl to do. Therefore, you will definitely have to ‘take the offensive’… I’d start off as follows, saying… while you are still not accustomed to answering letters from boys you don’t know or haven’t met… you always… make a point of answering your fan mail. You might add that they must be good boys and grow big and strong for soon they will be GIs. And then, if they look well… you’d wave to them or even write to them if they get sent to some awful camp. Insist on them being good and kind to their mothers, and going to church on Sundays, if only to keep up appearances.”


While Black Jack had little compunction about describing his sexual conquests with mostly married or divorced women, he lectured his daughter about “not giving in,” warning her that “a woman can have wealth and beauty and brains, but without a reputation she has nothing.” His advice continued while she was in Europe. He tacitly acknowledged that she might eventually give in if she found one man that she felt especially romantic about but told her to at least play “hard to get.” Men like him, he added, “lost respect” for women easily seduced.


Jackie clearly followed his advice, as reflected in Yusha’s report on the string of suitors that she lured during the holiday dances but kept at a distance, one boy after another falling hard, the lot of them inevitably disappointed. One described her as “the hardest girl to contact in the U.S.A.”


Once divorced, Jack felt free to integrate his lovers into his life. His first and most passionate relationship was with Englishwoman Ann Plugge, from 1942 to 1943. Settled in New York by her wealthy husband, a British military officer, away from the Nazi air raids on London, she had a love for Black Jack that was very much noticed by the young Bouviers. Jack Davis “used to watch them excitedly as they necked on the beach,” and once found them “in a wild embrace on the slatted floor of the men’s shower room in the Bouvier cabana.”


London native Sylvia Hawkes, a model, dancer, and actress, became Lady Ashley after marrying British lord Anthony Ashley-Cooper, the first of her five husbands. After the war, but sometime before her third marriage ended, in 1948, she began a blazing affair with Black Jack. “He carried on something terrible with Lady Ashley,” recalled Jackie’s friend Martha Buck of those East Hampton summers. “Right in the open. We would look over and they were doing things on the ground.”


In 1948, at fifty-seven years old, Black Jack had begun one of his most enduring relationships, with airline stewardess Sally Butler, who, at nineteen, was Jackie’s age. She was, he told Jackie, more fun than “those old bags in Newport.” Father and daughter both considered it “ignorant and petty” to end a relationship because of an age gap, according to Kathy Bouvier, Jackie’s cousin Miche’s wife. Her father’s example of a romantic life free from conventional judgment also gave Jackie the confidence to pursue those who most fascinated her. When Black Jack voiced disapproval of nineteen-year-old Jackie’s going out several times with Russian émigré Serge Obolensky during the summer of 1948, Jackie pointed out that their thirty-nine-year age difference was the same as his and Sally’s.


Come college, Jackie’s visits would follow a standard routine. She would arrive by train from Poughkeepsie on Friday (“in the day coach, smoking when the conductor wasn’t looking”). At Daddy’s two-bedroom Upper East Side rental apartment, where she went to change clothes, every available flat surface, or open wall space, was covered with portraits of her in single or triptych silver photo frames—as if it were the home of an obsessed fan. She would then head out to clubs like Maisonette at the St. Regis Hotel, joining a large table of friends and taking in a cabaret performance, then meet more friends at nightclubs like LaRue, often getting back to Daddy’s after three in the morning.


Saturdays were devoted to Black Jack. Sometimes they went to New Haven for a Yale football game. Usually she spent the evening alone with him, but on one occasion she joined friends at two “horrible little dives,” the Downbeat and the Three Deuces. In her privileged bubble, she admitted she was “petrified” to find herself one of the “only white people there, but there was this wonderful saxophone player who was really good.”


One treat both enjoyed with particular glee was dressing up for a night out at one of New York’s café society haunts such as El Morocco, Stork Club, or Latin Quarter, especially when there was an orchestra. Black Jack even critiqued her dancing agility, saying that while she was “just the right height as a partner for me… you are a bit stiff in spots, but you will be much better if you just relax.”


On Sunday mornings, she liked to sleep in and then see a movie with her father, after which he treated her to “Weekend at the Waldorf” for a champagne lunch and late-afternoon dancing. Dressed up, they would promenade the East Side streets back up to his apartment. On Monday mornings, after her father left for his office, she would call her mother, do some department store shopping, and catch an afternoon train back to Poughkeepsie.


However selfish he could be, Jack Bouvier was strenuously thoughtful about those who lacked his privilege. “Every cab driver or doorman or waiter, Jack spoke to them with warmth, as an equal,” Kathy Bouvier recalled. “It wasn’t to charm or get something, it was simple respect.” He emphasized to Jackie that “empathy, generosity, kindness are the most important values.”


On the polished dance floors, observers might mistake the older man and the young woman he was holding during a rhumba or foxtrot for a couple. Jack Davis concluded that his uncle’s physical closeness to his cousin was a display “more common in Latin countries… in Rome, Marseilles, and Madrid it is not unusual to see fathers and daughters promenading the boulevards arm-in-arm like lovers… the relationship clearly had a special tone to it, a warmth, and even a passion.” Her cousin, however, made clear that the relationship never crossed a line into “any overt expression of sexuality.” Still, Jackie had some discomfort about how others would perceive their intimacy, later asking that one of his letters to her not be published because “it sounds incestuous.”


There was no question that Black Jack came to emotionally depend on his daughter as one might a spouse. “Dearest,” he wrote her in July 1945, “a letter from you always has a good effect on me—sort of bolsters my morale, which is a hell of a big compliment to pay a young daughter who is just about sixteen.” When he was unable to get her Valentine’s Day flowers one year, he even tried to please her with his lame verse: “Yours arrived and were divine, ’Tis a shame I couldn’t send mine.” (He added, “You Jackie must have laughed because, as it was one of my few attempts at poetry, it must have been rather poor reading.”)


As Vassar classmate Harriet de Rossiere recalled, Jackie “absolutely worshipped her father.” Just as he did with her photos at home, she did likewise in her dormitory rooms. She displayed a large, silver-framed image of him in his Jazz Age prime, in golf knickers and handsome profile. Her most cherished image was one of him holding her hand at a horse show. She saved every letter he wrote her, “even the most vulnerable ones,” when “he was very lonely,” and would later create a scrapbook of them demonstrating “how much I loved him.”


If her father seemed to love her too much and her mother not enough, the time had come for her to break from the emotional machinations of both of them, even if it meant fleeing the country. Jackie was on the verge of becoming an adult, and yet her parents both still battled to control her, as if she were disputed territory.


It wasn’t only to learn French that Jackie Bouvier had to go to France; she had to go to learn about herself.
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The only thing that breaks the monotony is breaking rules.


—JACKIE TO HER STEPBROTHER YUSHA
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August–October 1949


Considered a proud symbol of postwar France, SS De Grasse was dubbed “the only queen of the Atlantic.” Built in the 1920s, it had once carried Hitler’s bulletproof Mercedes, was sunk by the Germans during World War II, and was then restored. Jackie Bouvier spent her nine days at sea in a cabin-class room she shared with Mary Ann Freedman, who, along with Mary Snyder and Hester Curtis, had posed with her on the De Grasse deck. From families in which higher education was valued, her fellow students were never in the running for “Deb of the Year,” a society columnist’s title bestowed on Miss Bouvier two years earlier, a fact which made the others highly conscious of her status. Yet Jackie stood out more for not having attended Smith, which was considered far more rigorous than Vassar. Beneath these superficial differences, however, she was among her tribe. All the young women had the intellectual wherewithal to defy the societal expectation that they prioritize marriage over education.


Intended to train students for careers as language teachers, Smith’s Paris program required a written pledge that the students would write and speak only in French. Studying at the Sorbonne wasn’t some idle-rich-girl amusement—it was a serious academic commitment.


The De Grasse docked in Le Havre, France, on Saturday, September 3, 1949. As the suitcases and trunks of the students were transported to the bus depot at the Gare de Lyon in Paris, she made her way to the Latin Quarter, heading to the Sorbonne’s Reid Hall.


A former eighteenth-century porcelain factory where President James Monroe’s eagle-motif White House state china had been made, by 1949 Reid Hall was an academic and social center for Americans studying at the Sorbonne. Walking down Rue de Chevreuse, which she remembered as a “dingy little alley,” Jackie found the building both “beautiful” and “shabby.” Waiting outside, she first met Claude de Renty, the daughter of her host mother, and started “a friendship that never ended,” as Claude put it.


Four months younger than Jackie, Claude had studied at Mount Holyoke College and spoke flawless English. “When she arrived, she spoke fairly good French,” Claude remembered. “I took her to have a drink in the Latin Quarter, on the Boulevard Saint-Michel, then we walked around the Sorbonne, just to give her the feeling.” As Jackie would later recall of their first brief hours together, “we were full of interest in the world, waiting to discover it and our lives.”


Jackie soon dashed over to the depot for the three-hour bus ride to Grenoble. As she was sitting “way in back,” with luggage precariously secured above her, a porter stopped the vehicle as it started to pull away and “leapt on the bus and came running down the aisle,” having noticed her name on her luggage, calling out “Jacqueline!” Shaking her hand just because she had the same name as his daughter, he told her to come back and see him, wishing her au revoir. The small gesture left her glowing. “To start off in a country with something friendly and gay like that,” she wrote, “made me fall in love with it.”


Credited with being the cradle of the French Revolution, medieval Grenoble is surrounded on three sides by the French Alps. An eighteenth-century glove-making industry had brought it prosperity. The city was legendary for resisting the Third Reich and its Vichy proxy, with demonstrations against French collaboration with the Nazis and a Resistance network providing protection for French Jews. Even the University of Grenoble, where Jackie would study, had altered documents to prevent young people from being sent to German labor camps.


In Grenoble, Jackie boarded with the Des Francs family. “[T]hey just grow on you so,” she reported. “They get nicer every day and open up to us and treat us like members of the family. We all laugh hysterically through meals and the mother is so good-natured.” (She pointed out to Mummy, obsessed as she was with distinguished lineage, that “[t]hey are of the old aristocracy and hard up now and have to take in students.”)


Jackie’s gift for language was evident even in her childhood, when she began learning German by mimicking words and phrases she overheard spoken by her nanny. Following that pattern, she had first learned rudimentary French from the language games of a governess. She wrote from Grenoble that “I have an absolute mania now about learning to speak French perfectly.” In a chilly country manor house with primitive plumbing run by the university, she began intensive language lessons with a phonetics instructor who pretentiously trained students with recitations from Madame Bovary. She reported her progress to Mummy:


“Last night I went to Mary Ann Freedman’s pension… and this French girl & her brother were there… & this terribly nice boy from Nimes—Marc. They helped us with our comps. I wrote mine first in halting French & Marc did it all over. It really was very hard and they all took it so seriously & searched for words so hard and it was really so nice of them as you know no American boy would be that nice & take all that trouble with some dumb foreigners who couldn’t do their homework.


“I am getting fairly good marks but the language isn’t coming as fast as I hoped. I think half the reason is that I speak English with [my classmates] Merv & Judith… when we’ve something desperately important to say…. Going out with French boys is really the best thing Mummy! I just talk my head off & feel that I’ve made so much progress when the evenings are over.”


In a new world, on her own, Jacqueline Bouvier finally had the distance to think. Even when she’d sat silently or looked away, Mummy had demanded to know “what are you thinking.” If she got no satisfactory answer, she snapped about her daughter “escaping into that wild imagination.” During her time in France, both parents still sought to dictate her life, even remotely by airmail letters. In none of her responses did she express a longing for home—or them.


With peace to think, she began composing vivid travelogues in her letters home, like one she wrote after exploring a nearby mountain range:


“I just can’t tell you what it is like to come down from the mountains of Grenoble to this flat, blazing plain where seven-eighths of all you see is hot blue sky—and there are rows of poplars at the edge of every field to protect the crops from the mistral and spiky short palm trees with blazing red flowers growing at their feet. The people here speak with the lovely twang of the ‘accent du Midi.’ They are always happy as they live in the sun and love to laugh. It was heartbreaking to only get such a short glimpse of it all—I want to go back and soak it all up.”


To Black Jack, she reported on side trips with fellow students to Valence, Nimes, and Arles, along the Rhone River. There was no mention, however, of Pont Saint-Esprit, just over one hundred miles south. It was familiar to her and her father as the Bouvier ancestral village, from which they’d emigrated. Whether or not she already knew that Grampy Bouvier had fabricated the royal genealogy he claimed as their birthright in his self-published book Our Forebears, she later confirmed that she never visited the village. Higher on her wish list was an area that she had only heard about, but already so vividly imagined in a letter to her mother:


“The part I want to see is La Camargue—a land in the Rhone delta which is flooded by the sea every year and they have a ceremony where they all wade in on horses and bless it—La Benediction de la Mer—gypsies live there and bands of little Arab horses and they raise wild bulls.”


Just outside Grenoble was the village of Sassenage. After walking in its underground rivers (which had carved their channels through the cave), Jackie took tea with unconventional artist Henriette Gröll, a “most wonderful cuckoo woman,” who had “children descending on you out of trees.” The artist also lived in Paris and invited Jackie to her salons of creative professionals, promising “she would draw me.” That night, singing and dancing in a “little restaurant under rustling trees by a brook with a waterfall,” she noted the reach of postwar American pop culture, quipping that “the magic [was] broken only by two ‘pieces de resistance,’ the songs ‘Bongo, Bongo, Bongo’ and ‘Chattanooga Choo Choo.’ ” Missing the final tram to Grenoble, she and her fellow students had to walk the five miles back.


Putting her camera to use, Jackie took photos of her friends smiling in class and laughing on a balcony, and her window view of a mundane piazza and outbuildings, which she sent to Mummy, providing black-and-white evidence of her steady, earnest routine. But while her letters and photos misleadingly suggested she led a strictly wholesome life filled with many studious hours invested in French translations, as had always been the case with Jackie and school, she bored easily. “The only thing that breaks the monotony is breaking rules,” she had written Yusha from boarding school. Yet if she was a secret bad girl, she was careful to always be a good bad girl, using pursuit of high culture as a worthy excuse to go have fun. As a ten-day break at the end of September approached, Jackie wrote her father that she wanted to explore Italy alone, arguing that she could uniquely learn some Italian by using her French on Corsica, where an Italian idiomatic French was spoken, and see the birthplace of Napoleon and Joseph Bonaparte, both figures in her grandfather’s family mythology. He ignored her lofty intentions to instead warn her that Corsica was “quite a rough place” and not to overtly flirt with Italians, who would act on any encouragement, concluding that “no one knows the low-down on life and the sexes better than I do.”


Jackie ended up following her father’s advice to visit the Amalfi Coast instead, where she was enchanted by the pastel-colored villas built into the rocky shore with a dramatic overview of the Mediterranean. She next headed twenty-seven miles north, passing Pompei without stopping, to Naples, then caught a ferry to visit the island of Capri, which was “heaven on earth,” she wrote Yusha, where “everything is so tiny you feel you’re in toyland and a blaze of colors and women and queer men walking the streets with beautiful birds on their shoulders.” Swimming in the famous Blue Grotto was “too good to be true.” In letters home, she casually mentioned “Florence” as her last stop.


A year after her trip to Italy, she wrote a story for her English composition class at George Washington University that, in the first person, hinted of a more intimate encounter during her visit to Florence. She called the young man “Monty,” with the only clue offered to his identity being that he had one American parent and an Italian one. At one point she wrote:


“Teach me something to say in Italian, Monty,” I said as we walked toward the river.


He wiped the juice from his face with the back of his hand. “What do you want to say?”


“Something different. Not ‘thank you’ or ‘good morning,’ but something really Italian.”


“I’ll tell you what you can say,” he told me. “Como belle fare l’amore en el piazzio.” It’s a proverb which means “how beautiful it is to make love in the rain.”


I said it slowly. “Como belle fare l’amore en el piazzio.” And then faster. What a lovely Italian thought! I didn’t think it would be very beautiful to make love in the rain, but it was so pretty to say so. (While her intention was to reference rain, “piazzio” actually means “place” in Corsican.)


If in fact a romantic interlude had occurred, she offered no hint about it to either parent.


By now, Janet had let her darkest fears take hold, demanding that Jackie send detailed reports about her European activities. “I have to write Mummy a ream each week,” Jackie reported in her next letter to Yusha, “or she gets hysterical and thinks I’m dead or married to an Italian.” As her sister, Lee, would later note, Mummy was especially suspicious of Mediterranean men. Not without reason did some of Jackie’s confessional letters to Yusha warn him: “[D]on’t tell Mummy.” The only thing remotely scandalous she did, she told her mother, was drinking wine, “because they don’t have Coca Cola here.” She assured her that she and her school friends never “behaved like bobbysoxers gone wild,” further affirming, “I haven’t done one thing that I am ashamed of.”





JACKIE’S SIX WEEKS OF intensive linguistic study in Grenoble would impact her beyond learning French. As later studies would suggest, adults who master a second language enlarge their capacity to grasp several subjects simultaneously, allowing them to better think, translate, and interpret not only languages but situations, a skill on which her fate would turn.


Trunks packed, Jackie, in her simple traveling uniform of a white blouse and a red cotton dress with a wide hem, joined her fellow students on the regional train to Paris, occupying a third-class car. Student Martha Rusk’s presumption that a Deb of the Year expected first-class accommodations was mistaken. As Jackie would write Yusha, “It’s so much more fun traveling second and third class and sitting up all night in trains, as you really get to know people and hear their stories.” Experience had already taught her that wealth was no barometer of intellect. Writing Mummy about two French students who were “much poorer than anyone at home,” she found them “twice as well educated as anyone I have ever met—with beautiful manners.”


Which was not to say she was unprepared for the shady characters she’d likely encounter in third class. In Alice Kaplan’s account of Bouvier’s year in Paris, Rusk recalled how Jackie kept handy a hatpin to use on men who tried to grab her in the dark. Personal space was not the only commodity to be guarded on such trips: passengers knew better than to let any expensive jewelry draw attention, and important items (wallet, keys, passport—or Leica) would be kept on their person or constantly within sight.


As she stepped from the train to enter Paris’s Gare de Lyon station, she would have been met by a clamorous din, railroad engines and loudspeaker announcements echoing off the glass-enclosed train shed, while thousands of passengers, not only from southern and eastern France but from Switzerland, Italy, and Germany, too, swarmed one of Europe’s busiest rail hubs. If she had stopped at the station’s famous brasserie, she would have gazed upon its forty-one frescoes, which romantically depict France’s cities and regions. Trailed by a bellman conveying her trunks, Jackie proceeded outdoors to the taxi line, the station’s iconic bell tower, faintly reminiscent of London’s Big Ben, looming behind her. And Jackie was poised to capture Paris. If she was unlikely to be wearing jewelry when she arrived, around her neck she more certainly would have slung her little Leica.










[image: ] 4 [image: ] PARIS



October–November 1949


Through a circuitous web of upper-class connections, Jackie had found housing with the widowed countess Germaine de Renty, who had a four-bedroom apartment on the Avenue Mozart. The countess had her own room, renting a second to two American students, while her daughters, Claude and Ghislaine, lived in a third with the latter’s young son. Countess de Renty leased the largest one to Jackie.


It was her own piece of Paris, a room of “dark pink walls, green woodwork, a sort of Dubonnet curtains and dark brown wood furniture,” she described it to a family friend. “I feel exactly as if I’m in my own home,” she wrote Yusha. “I have a deliciously comfortable room with the double bed that makes yours at Newport look like an ironing board.”


The sun fell rapidly in the October afternoons when she first took occupancy, and the room was frigid due to a postwar coal shortage. She did her studying under blankets, “swaddled” in “scarf, mittens, sweater and ear muffs,” the bedspread strewn with textbooks, graph-paper notebooks, airmail paper for her letters home, and a range of sweets from nearby patisseries. Despite the cold, now and then she couldn’t help but dash out of bed, grab her Leica, and snap photographs from her window. When she couldn’t capture an image with her camera, she did it with her pen, crafting letters as narrative episodes from her adventures as the American College Girl in Paris.


Into the wee hours, Jackie incessantly wrote. Considering that she did not revise her drafts, her descriptions could be startlingly polished. The sea had “water sparkling like bits of broken glass in the sun” and the view from her room was “always gray with a thick mist that hides the end of the street and the buildings with spiky roofs and steeples of grillwork stand out against the sky about twilight, when it gets clearer and you watch the smoke from the chimneys all blowing in the same direction.”


Sometimes upward of six pages long, her letters to Yusha were the most personal. “You just have to get used to ‘emotional letters’—I can’t stop it,” she admitted in one. “I’ll just splurge on this first letter and all the others will be very correct and controlled and I’ll discuss the weather and Post-War Plans.” She expected him to reciprocate: “Ecrives—or je vous killerai.” (“Write—or I will kill you” in her own version of French.)


Her increasingly precise writing was likely the result of her ongoing effort to grasp the nuance of written and spoken phrases of a foreign language. Every aspect of life with the de Rentys was French. “We never speak a word of English in this apartment,” she reported home. The rooms were furnished with French antiques, and the French cuisine prepared by the widowed countess was served on French porcelain.


Her life was initially limited to the apartment and the Sorbonne, together a “lovely quiet gray rainy world.” She told Yusha, “I had every intention of hurling myself into the fray and emerging triumphantly laden with culture and arrived loaded down with pencils & books and two pairs of glasses!” There were so many religious and civic holidays, however, that her class schedule was irregular. Additionally, she found her course load to be “ridiculously vague.” It consisted of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century English, French, and German comparative literature, in conjunction with a history class covering the Napoleonic era to World War I, but since it wove together religious, political, and social movements, Jackie admitted she was “terrified” because it was “so complicated.” She described her aesthetics professor as a “psychoanalyst theorist of artistic creation,” and he likely contributed to her emerging ability to envision and execute a refined sense of personal style.


Surprisingly for someone who had traveled in such elevated circles, a twentieth-century art class was Jackie’s first known exposure to modern art. Her lifelong passion for painting was born at the École du Louvre, a class conducted at the museum by its curator of Impressionism. (Joking that “I can almost tell painting from sculpture!” she chose a landscape by Jean-Baptiste-Camille Corot to analyze for one assignment.) Though she worked to coordinate her eye and hand to achieve more realistic proportions in her own drawings (after a three-hour sketching class her sophomore year, she had concluded that drawing “nude women and men in bathing suits… couldn’t be duller as nothing I ever draw looks like a human being”), she focused primarily on landscapes she encountered on her strolls along the Seine, where she first began painting in watercolors, attempting to copy the Impressionist style of Monet, Degas, and Manet.


In Reid Hall’s large “Grande Salle” space, Bouvier was expected to attend symposiums about “our strikes, our political imbroglios, new architectural trends, etc.,” overseen by foreign-student program director Jeanne Saleil, who organized social events to encourage students to absorb authentic Parisian life. Saleil told one of Jackie’s classmates that she “is so brilliant, she could be a stellar academic, but she hasn’t thrown herself into the intellectual life.” In truth, the symposium bored her. (She described it as that “dreary thing at Reid Hall we have to go to.”) Just as she had at Vassar, she preferred learning outside of school.


Claude recalled that “my mother took her to visit most of the museums in Paris, the Marais district, the Carrousel du Louvre and the Palais-Royal gardens.” Doing this, she observed, Jackie “discovered French culture, and acquired knowledge of what makes France attractive and its history and deep-rooted respect for artists and intellectuals.”


During their hours together, the countess never told Jackie about her experiences during World War II. Jackie knew the facts, likely through the family that connected them, but never let on. Germaine de Renty and her husband, Guyot, active in the French Resistance following the June 1940 Third Reich invasion of France, were discovered and sent to Nazi labor camps. Guyot did not survive. The countess was sent to Ravensbrück in northern Germany, where she befriended spy Jeannie Rousseau and Communist Marinette Curateau. After they together refused to do work for the Nazis, the trio was sent to the harsher labor camp Königsberg, forced to haul rocks in subzero temperatures until the end of the war. Jackie faintly hinted at it in a letter home, saying the countess “stands for so many things,” and how she was awed by her “courage.” As Claude recalled, “Jacqueline knew what had happened to my parents, but did not ask any questions. At that time, nobody talked about it.”
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