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Foreword
Lessons for a Daughter

My mother judiciously surveys her garden, reaching high above her head to pluck a cherry tomato from the bumper crop in her raised bed. Her constant companion, the cherished Lhasa Apso, Dihki, hovers at her feet. Mom gathers a basketful of these golden gems, the modest satisfaction of her labor—and wonder at the beauty of these natural marvels—vivid in her determined, serene gaze. At eighty-seven, she retains the elegant bearing that speaks of disciplined childhood days spent on horseback, and walks with her nanny, a book perched on my mom’s head, while they chanted French nursery rhymes on the red clay roads near her South Carolina home. My mother’s beaming face gives way to a frown as we water the garden yet again. She can’t resist affirming her distress at humanity’s failure to curb global warming, before we retreat to the cool interior of the summer house our family shares in northwestern Connecticut.

There, we have the illusion of time to dream up a delicious meal, play a game of cribbage or tackle the Times crossword together. There is freedom for more expansive conversation, about family, the presidential election, books, art and artists, home maintenance, bills. And, inevitably, our talk turns to the Whitney Museum. Today, we wonder at how the Museum, in its new home on Gansevoort Street, would amaze and enchant my great-grandmother, Gertrude Vanderbilt Whitney. Not only would she admire the light-filled and supple indoor and outdoor galleries, and exclaim over the theater, classrooms, and conservation center, as well as the generous views to the city and river, she would no doubt be astonished by the general surge of interest in contemporary art today. We spend time poring over two of my great-grandmother’s many red leather journals, these ones recounting in tremendous detail, with photographs, trips to Europe. Penned in her loose, stylish script, each contains complex descriptions of the works of art, churches, and mosques she favored on visits to Constantinople, Florence, Paris, and Venice. My mother wants to do something with these journals, to find a way to offer these traces of a lively creative life to a larger audience. In this, as in so many ways, she is the Whitney’s — and our family’s—link to its essential history.

And just as our shared interest in family and love for the Museum tightly binds my mother and me, we recognize in our kindred spirit a bond with my great-grandmother and my grandmother, Flora Whitney Miller. It continues today with the fifth generation of Whitney women engaged in the life of the Museum, including my niece, Flora Irving, and my daughter, Flora Donovan. These thoughtful, assertive young women seek new ways to contribute to the Whitney; their plucky enthusiasm for art and artists, Museum staff, and patrons is palpable. As my mother writes so beautifully in this book, “I see these generations weaving in and out of each other. I look at a daughter and see my grandmother; one granddaughter becomes my mother, another seems like myself in some long ago past. The wheel of life turns, and I’m blessed to have experienced so much love. Nothing else matters as much.”

Flora Whitney Miller was a captivating woman with glamorous red-lacquered nails and carefully coiffed hair who favored sprightly modern Chanel pantsuits. She had a winning sense of style and oozed charm. When I visited her late in her life, she longed to hear everything about the Museum she had cared for and transformed after her mother’s death in 1942. A congenial confidante who loved hearing tales of her grandchildren’s youthful indiscretions, she also spun mesmerizing tales about the artists who hung around the first Whitney Museum on Eighth Street, as well as the mix of European and American art often on view there and the openings jammed with artists and musicians.

When I was growing up in Connecticut, it was only at the dinner table that I got a sense of some exotic terrain beyond the suburbs, a life of art and artists, of lively events in New York at this mysterious, cool place—the Whitney Museum—that was a frequent topic of conversation. My parents also spoke with some handwringing of balancing budgets and fundraising on the one hand and with enthusiastic joy on the other about the wonderful art they saw and artists they came to know. Guided by my parents’ multifaceted model and my own education, I came to agree with my mother and grandmother that the Whitney was—and is—vitally important and that it is our responsibility to care for it, while also finding it an enjoyable and satisfying place to spend time. I have served as a trustee for a decade and chaired and sat on many committees since the mid-1980s. Even though my involvement doesn’t compare with that of my forebears, I know that the Whitney will always be a significant part of my life.

Now, it is gratifying to see the sparkle of excitement on my children’s faces, as well as their cousins’, as they come to the Museum to view art and interact with the Whitney community. To my daughter, Flora, who feels a joyful and appreciative sense of “inherited responsibility” for the Whitney, it is meaningful that “there’s space in a family for a woman to have power.” In addition, Flora’s combined interests in making art and in art history amplify her appreciation for the Museum. My niece, Flora, has been actively involved in the Whitney for several years. Continually inspired by the generations of Whitney women, Flora observes that there is a “tradition of a strikingly modern female binary: by acting as maternal stewards who nurtured and protected the Museum’s spirit, our forebears also served as trailblazers who challenged boundaries and championed the new. Upholding this legacy,” she adds, “is a way to honor and connect with those who came before us.”

Even as it grows, the Whitney continues to retain many of the endearing characteristics of a wonderful family. How could we resist being a part of such a place? It has provided a link for all of us, a significant interest we share, with wisdom passed along. In this way, it has brought a succession of mothers and daughters and cousins a certain intimacy, as happens when families are caring for and finding delight and stimulation in what they cherish.

Since the first edition of this book was published fifteen years ago, the Whitney Museum has experienced spectacular growth. In many ways, this memoir, with its forthright, engaging history of the Whitney, is even more relevant now than it was then. My mother’s chronicle provides a key perspective for a new generation seeing the Museum on Gansevoort Street with fresh eyes, and for others to revisit its past in this new context. And, given the Whitney’s trajectory from a family-run museum to a major public institution, my mother’s story offers food for thought in light of the recent rise of private museums in the United States and beyond. Perhaps most significantly, this book voices the singular dedication of three women—my great-grandmother, grandmother, and mother—working toward a common cause.

Reading my mother’s words in The Whitney Women, I am struck anew by her sustained openness to the new, as well as her deep fascination with everyone she engages with and her eagerness to consider different perspectives. She is always learning. A well-timed event informed my mother’s period of deepest involvement at the Whitney—a class she took when she returned to college as an adult in the 1970s. Assigned a seminar paper on “a woman who had influenced her,” my mother decided to write about her grandmother. She turned to her mother for research, who directed her to her attic (in the Old Westbury, Long Island, home that had once been Gertrude’s). There, my mom discovered a treasure trove of journals, letters, photograph albums, couture gowns, exotic costumes, and works of art. My great-grandmother was an incessant scribbler, and her journals alone numbered in the hundreds. This became a major organizational project for my mother, one that offered intimate insight into the genesis of the Whitney Museum and gave her a unique scholarly perspective as she became increasingly consumed by the life of the Museum. I well remember as a teenager watching my mother ready to tear her hair out as she sat by her typewriter, deciphering yet another of my great-grandmother’s endless lists of people to invite to dinner, plans for the Museum, notes for a sculpture commission or Line-A-Days. What a labor of love. The assignment eventually morphed into a major book project—a biography of Gertude—researched by my mother and written by B.H. Friedman.

My mother became president of the Whitney Museum in 1977. With her generous and welcoming spirit and her prodigious work ethic, she proved to be a tireless, engaging fundraiser, and a major champion of the Whitney. She developed an unusually close working relationship with Director Tom Armstrong, as they strategized together, made decisions, and kept in touch with trustees and collectors. They created new patron committees, traveling widely to increase the Whitney’s public profile and connect with people involved in the arts in other cities. They raised funds for traveling exhibitions to show more of the permanent collection than the Breuer building could accommodate and encouraged collectors to donate significant works of art to the Museum. At the same time, Tom hired a devoted, rambunctious group of excellent young curators who helped reaffirm the Museum’s commitment to living artists and developed a range of historical and contemporary exhibitions, many radical in scope and effect. The Museum dedicated itself to supporting emerging and mid-career artists, at the same time working to build the preeminent collection of twentieth-century American art.

In spite of her unassuming nature, my mother boldly accepted her leadership role and the serious responsibility that it entailed. She became adept at running meetings, working to put in place a leadership structure and inspiring prospective leaders. In tandem with Tom, she welcomed and encouraged patrons to become increasingly engaged with the Museum through dinners with artists and curators, exhibition tours, education events, and performances. She often sat down one-on-one with trustees to articulate plans and simply listen. She delivered talks and toasts—never overly long—with disarming ease and grace, including meaningful excerpts from favorite poems or the words of an artist, always taking special care to generously acknowledge those present. Even as a sometimes jaded college student, I recognized and marveled at my mom’s relish of new experiences and enthusiasm for all she was taking in.

At events with artists, patrons, and Museum staff my mother has an extraordinary gift for making people feel at home. She collaborated with staff and volunteers to create a stimulating community, maintaining the Whitney’s familial feel as it grew. As the finely spun anecdotes in this book reveal, my mother worked with great aplomb, lightening her endeavors with an endearing good humor, affection, and great sense of fun. I particularly remember her unbridled joy at riding on the elephant Targa to save the Calder Circus. She hosted hundreds of lively dinners and parties, many of which I was fortunate to attend, with a broad mix of guests of different backgrounds and persuasions. One summer, she and Tom even sold tomatoes grown on the roof of the Museum to raise endowment funds. Like her mother and grandmother, my mother’s natural grace combines with a mischievous informality. She has always felt a special kinship with the Whitney staff, developing close friendships through her association with the Museum, and has passed on her respect and appreciation for their abiding dedication to her children, to her grandchildren, and now to her great-grandchildren.

My mother became Museum chair in 1985. Though somewhat less involved in the Museum’s day-to-day operations, she remained a central force for community. She was devastated when, in 1989, after fifteen years as director, the board leadership asked Tom Armstrong to resign. Although she steadfastly maintained her support for him, she was torn by loyalty to Tom (who ultimately became Director Emeritus) and the best interests of the Museum, ultimately choosing to stay on as chair to ensure a smooth transition in leadership—a key decision that represented stability at a time of tremendous demoralization for the institution. As her daughter, it was crushing to watch, though I came away with renewed respect for my mother’s dignified resilience.

The years after Tom’s departure were challenging for the Whitney and its next two directors, David Ross (1991-1998) and Max Anderson (1998-2003). David’s passion for the new and experimental led him to encourage the curators to reconsider the art historical cannon. Under his tenure, the Museum had some of its most polarizing and influential exhibitions, including the 1993 “politically correct” Biennial and curator Thelma Golden’s authoritative, 1994 “Black Male.” David has a poetic sensibility. Full of enthusiasm for artists and ideas, he challenged the curators and board to reexamine the definition of American art and experimented with ways of amplifying the scope of the Museum’s exhibition and collecting programs. During David’s tenure, the Breuer building turned its fifth-floor offices into eight thousand square feet of additional exhibition space, increasing opportunities to show its permanent collection.

When David resigned, the board chose Max Anderson, a polished academic with a strong background in Greco-Roman art, to lend a more scholarly perspective and provide a new management model. In addition, Max brought a keen interest in technology, aiming to explore the relevance of the surging development of new media in museums. Max’s greatest legacy was his hiring of the Whitney’s first full-time conservator, the innovative Carol Mancusi-Ungaro, who has revolutionized the way conservators work with artists to support their production and protect their work. One hallmark of the Whitney curatorial staff was its collaborative nature. Max upended this structure and the Whitney’s collegial atmosphere, assigning each curator a “portfolio” or area of responsibility. Many longtime staff members departed, frustrated with the lack of direction or simply seeking change.

With the Whitney’s identity wavering and other NewYork museums turning their attention to contemporary art, many critics questioned whether the Whitney was still viable. Both David and Max, working closely with the board leadership, had overextended themselves as they continued to explore physical growth, never coming to terms with a workable plan, their efforts further challenged by periods of financial deficits. In 2003, Max resigned after the trustees decided not to go forward with a planned expansion designed by the Rotterdam architect Rem Koolhaas. It was a pivotal moment in the Whitney’s history, as its board and staff worked to regain its strength and sense of mission.

That year, the board turned to Adam Weinberg and the Museum began its current trajectory. Adam, an experienced curator, already knew the Whitney well, having been hired by Tom Armstrong in 1989 as Director of the Whitney at Equitable Center. He also worked as Curator of the Permanent Collection and Senior Curator in the 1990s. Adam’s hiring was a felicitous turn of events for my mom and me. Adam and I had worked together at the Walker Art Center in Minneapolis, under one of the greatest director-curators ever, the demanding Martin Friedman, in the early 1980s. As often happens when people find themselves in an unfamiliar place, we became fast friends, drawn to each other in part by our East Coast extraction. At the Whitney, Adam delighted in his relationship with my mother, which flourished thanks to their mutual admiration for artists, passion for the Whitney’s ideals and generally gregarious natures.

Not only does Adam have a deep appreciation and understanding of the Whitney’s mission; he is a jovial and tireless leader. In addition to his tremendous love and respect for artists and art, he has a generous way with all people. Something of a pied piper, Adam always finds time for a relaxed greeting or conversation, sowing good will. Adam has united the Board of Trustees, prudently adding a refreshing group of knowledgeable young collectors. He has also reorganized the staff, in the process, hiring (in some cases, rehiring) several excellent curators and other senior staff members. In addition, he stabilized the Museum’s finances, and, perhaps most significantly, he turned the Museum once again toward expansion.

Convincing the board of the efficacy of a move downtown—a return to the Museum’s Eighth Street roots—Adam negotiated the purchase of a large advantageous site between the High Line and the Hudson River, in what would soon become the hottest neighborhood in New York. Architect Renzo Piano became an inspired partner, creating a building that succeeded beyond all expectations in taking into account the Whitney’s character. Now chair emeritus, my mother followed the developments of the Whitney’s downtown building project with keen interest, visiting the site several times and continuing to embolden prospective patrons to become involved in the life of the Museum. With her soulful perspective, she remains an active, interested, and intelligent ambassador and sounding board who cherishes her many friendships with artists and everyone involved with the Museum.

At the Whitney dedication on May 1, 2015, she introduced First Lady Michelle Obama. My mother—beautiful in a simple copper jacket with a banded collar, cheered by an elegant scarf fixed with a subtle bee pin made by the wife of a Whitney guard—spoke about her grandmother’s goals to increase the audience for American art while finding satisfaction in her work as a sculptor:


In speaking of her life as an artist, she said: ‘I love my work because it has made me happy and given me confidence in myself, and because it stretches into the future. … It is something that I have made for myself and that I possess and cannot lose for it is part of myself.’

When my grandmother spoke at the opening of the Whitney in 1931, she said that her collection of art would form the nucleus of this Museum, ‘devoted exclusively to American art—a Museum that will grow and increase in importance as we ourselves grow.’

She continued: ‘My chief desire is that you share with me the joy which I have received from these works of art. It is especially at times like these that we need to look to the spiritual. In art we find it. It takes us into a world of beauty not too far removed from any of us.’

At the time that she spoke these words, the country had entered the Great Depression. But I think that in the world we inhabit today, these words have never been truer. The need for art has never been greater, for art can lift us, it can tell us who we are, who we’ve been, and who we can be. I believe, as Gertrude did, that art is a force for goodness in the world and it is limitless.



Gertrude’s ideas about the role of art in our lives and the centrality of the artist are as fresh and vital today as they were when she founded the Museum. And, my mother’s words in this heartfelt book—an honest reflection that is also the history of an institution in transition—lend wisdom and encouragement as the Museum carries Gertrude’s ideals into the twenty-first century.

Fiona Donovan
September 2016


Preface


Through art alone are we able to emerge from ourselves, to know what another person sees of a universe which is not the same as our own and of which, without art, the landscapes would remain as unknown to us as those that may exist in the moon. Thanks to art, instead of seeing one world only, our own, we see that world multiply itself and we have at our disposal as many worlds as there are original artists, worlds more different one from the other than those which revolve in infinite space, worlds which, centuries after the extinction of the fire from which their light first emanated, whether it is called Rembrandt or Vermeer, send us still each one its special radiance.

— Marcel Proust, Time Regained



I want to start this book with a recognition of what’s most important: art and artists.

I’m infinitely grateful for the joy I’ve received, through the Whitney Museum of American Art, from art and artists. Art remains, in the ancient biblical words, “when evening falls, and the busy world is hushed, and our work is done.” I can look at a Johns painting or a sculpture by Andrew Lord, I can read a poem by Mary Oliver, or listen to “Drumming” by Steve Reich, or watch Trisha Brown dancing, or Laurie Anderson performing — or just remember them. A thousand other artists of our time connect me to as many worlds of vision and emotion, unsettle my preconceptions, and enrich my life immeasurably. As George Steiner says, “The encounter with the aesthetic is, together with certain modes of religious and metaphysical experience, the most ‘ingressive,’ transformative summons available to human experiencing” (Real Presences, University of Chicago Press, 1989).

All contemporary art isn’t equal. For me, though, an open mind is essential. Who knows what wondrous, strange object might fly in? I often can’t see the new right away, and so don’t like making quick judgments. As one entices a wily trout with the right fly, so one teases out the meaning of a work of art — like the trout, it’s not always on the surface, one must explore the depths. In order to reap the reward, I must bring all I can of my mind and feelings to the search. Sometimes it’s easy, more often it takes a lot of time and effort, and sometimes it doesn’t happen at all. I’ve taken what I need, too, not necessarily what the artist intended.

A Greek temple silhouetted against an azure sky has revealed an ideal world. Michaelangelo’s Vatican ceiling has deepened my sense of humanity. Rubens has delighted me with his understanding of the love of men and women. In Picasso I’ve seen that we are fragmented, complex, but ultimately whole. Agnes Martin and Richard Tuttle, in different ways, have helped me to believe in happiness and innocence.

In my desire to embrace it all, I lack the discrimmination necessary for a curator, art historian, or critic — but I’m none of these. As a lover, I won’t apologize for my enthusiasm, or for ignoring art I don’t like.

The imposing granite Marcel Breuer building standing proudly at the corner of Madison Avenue and Seventy-fifth Street in New York City houses the Museum founded in 1930 by my remarkable grandmother, Gertrude Vanderbilt Whitney.

One woman’s perception that American artists needed an institution of their own, her vision, her personal collection of work by contemporary American artists, and her indefatigable dedication created the Whitney Museum of American Art, one of New York City’s — and the world’s — major art institutions. Today, it is renowned both for its architecture and for what the Museum represents artistically.

Gertrude headed her Museum with Juliana Force, the director she chose, until she died in 1942. After her death, her daughter, Flora Whitney Miller, took the helm.

Then it passed to me. And today, my daughter Fiona, a fourth-generation Whitney woman, is an active board member of the Museum.

This is the story of that eminent institution, of my grandmother, of our family — all integral parts of my own memoir. And yet, this memoir does what all memoirs do; it tells only part of the story.

Don’t memoirs allow writers to keep from revealing all they know?
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One

Ever since I can remember, the Museum hovered at the edges of my consciousness.

At first, like New York, the Museum was another faraway place to which my parents would disappear for weeks at a time to see “Mama,” my mother’s mother, Gertrude Vanderbilt Whitney. “Mummy needs to see her Mummy, too, just like you do,” my nurses would say. “She’ll be back soon.” Small comfort. She was surely too old to need a mummy.

The image of the Museum grew as I did. Much later, in the ’50s, it came to symbolize a completely different way of life from mine.

I had chosen marriage and family over college and career. My mother, wanting me home, arranging for me to “come out” in society, had persuaded me to give up my dream of going to Bryn Mawr College to attend, instead, New York City’s Barnard. Barnard is an excellent college, but living at home was a return, in part, to my protected childhood. Loving my mother, still wanting her approval, I had agreed. And then, that same year, at eighteen, I fell in love with Michael Henry Irving, a Harvard graduate who had served in the Navy as an officer in the Pacific theater during World War II. Astonishingly, this charming, intelligent friend of my older brother’s loved me too — and I was bowled over. Besides wanting to be with Mike, I felt stifled by what I perceived as my parents’ indolent lifestyle and saw marriage as a chance to have an independent, adult life with a mature, responsible man. We were married in June of 1947.

Over the next ten years, we had four children. I aimed to be the perfect wife and mother, in contrast, of course, to my own mother, and to her mother, my grandmother, Gertrude. Not for me the round of parties, beaux, trips, or a career spiriting me away from the home where I belonged. Mike’s and my relationship would be a loving, happy one forever. Our roles, while intersecting and blending, would be clear: he would be the primary worker outside the home, on the way to becoming the successful architect he deserved to be, while I would keep house, care for the children, and limit my outside activities to the school and church within which our children would flourish. And in fact this is the way we lived for many years. Mike was a kind, loving, and thoughtful husband and father, and a very hardworking architect who designed distinguished houses and commercial buildings in Connecticut, where we lived after our first few years in New Jersey and Long Island. We took vacations with the children every summer in the Adirondacks, fishing, swimming, and camping in the very same places where my great-grandparents, grandparents, parents, and I had fished, swum, and camped. Later, we also cruised up and down the coast of New England — because Mike was a skilled sailor, and the children grew to love sailing as much as he did.

I felt, at that time, morally superior to my grandmother, whom I criticized for having neglected her young children. While my mother had survived marvelously well, her brother and sister had, I thought, been harmed by their parents’ lives of traveling, parties, and work away from them, and had passed on their wounded psyches to their own children. Without really knowing, I made unjustified assumptions, blaming my grandmother for the woes of my daring and dazzling but often troubled cousins. Today, I see that I was overlooking part of my own nature. The whole idea of being such a perfect wife and mother was impossible; I was hiding my subconscious aspirations. When I came to recognize them, in the ’70s, that ideal family life no longer seemed possible. I didn’t manage to live in several worlds, as my grandmother had, but chose instead to leave our home and the husband I had loved for so many years.

All the while, I know now, my grandmother secretly attracted me. Her ways, her style, her behavior, were compelling. Not only had she transcended mediocrity, she had eluded the traditionally confining role of women. Moreover, after her death, she had left to the world the rich legacy of her talents: her large monuments, smaller bronzes, and stone carvings, as well as a whole museum bearing her name. An institution — I was looking through my much younger eyes — where art was all over the walls and floors for us to see. Where creativity reigned. Where people laughed and drank and discussed ideas. Where one could penetrate the mysteries of art. And seek the truth.

In 1942 my mother, Gertrude’s oldest and closest child, had inherited her mantle.

In 1967 my mother, Flora Whitney Miller, passed it on to me.

As I spin out the thread of my life, stretching from a small southern town to a northern New Mexico village, and now back again to New York City, it weaves and knots with people and places. A mother and a father, two husbands, four children and their husbands or wives, all greatly loved. Eight grandchildren, a great-grandchild. A sister, two brothers, uncles, aunts, cousins, friends. That memorable grandmother. Houses, which did or did not become homes, on red clay roads, sandy roads, paved roads; near forests, rivers, mountains, oceans, or lakes.

Much more past than future, now.

Joye Cottage, the house I grew up in and still dream of, at the corner of Whiskey Road and Easey Street, in Aiken, South Carolina; the house Mike designed for us in the Connecticut woods, with big windows and warm colors and materials, that gave our family a sense of both openness and intimacy; and the adobe house where I lived in the ’90s in Taos, New Mexico, are like shells, protecting, sheltering, and expanding as we grow. The sense of peace emanating from those New Mexican walls, from the landscape, from the air itself, was familiar, linked emotionally to that house in Aiken with expansive radiating wings that, as a child, I wore like a skin.

So different, those two villages, those homes, from New York’s noisy, exciting energy, where temptations to look, to listen, and to play abound. In Aiken, as a child, I learned to read, to be alone. In Taos, I found the same kind of serenity in which to write. In New York, where I lived in the late ’70s and ’80s, I could not have written this book.

One August night in Taos, wakeful, as mountains loomed black in the brilliance of a full moon and coyotes howled, I drifted in memory to the Aiken of my childhood. I saw again the long-ago firelight flicker on my bedroom ceiling as I fell asleep, hearing the clip-clop of horses’ hooves, while a mockingbird sang outside my bedroom, perched in the magnolia tree whose luminous, waxy flowers’ sweet scent weighted the air.

I heard again the stair creak under the worn red carpet as my brother Leverett and I, at about, respectively, the ages of six and nine, tiptoed past our sleeping parents’ doors. We passed quietly through the big, square red and white living room, past the fox heads mounted on the wall over the bar, through the billiard room where the smell of chalk lingered on the tips of cues lined up against the wall, to the dining room where we sniffed the odor of pancakes and syrup from the kitchen beyond. That house rambles forever, as, in memory, I walk through its rooms: the wide porches with their “Aiken sofas” covered in pale corduroy, the yellow “dove room” where my father eats his poached eggs on a tray borne by fat and dignified Herbert, the British butler, who props the Herald Tribune on a silver holder for my father to read. My older, braver siblings call him “Dirty Herb,” and demand Horses’ Necks and other exotic drinks for themselves and their gang, undeterred by the sometimes hysterical scolding of Sis, their French governess, whom they adore but seldom obey. Afternoons, Sis and I take long walks on the soft roads, across log bridges, past bushes of sweet star jasmine, by big houses set in green lawns where gardeners clip and rake, and further, to cabins with swept dirt yards where we wave at children with tight braids. Singing, singing, singing — she’s teaching me French, and French history as well. Sis describes the dreadful revolution as we bellow out “Aux armes, citoyens! Formez vos bataillons!” and then we launch into my favorite, the song of the “petit navire qui n ‘avait ja-ja-jamais navigué” who ends up in a stewpot for his starving shipmates. I took for granted, somehow, the bloodthirsty nature of French nursery songs, although that brave little sailor tugged at my heart for years.

Across the hall, in the pink bedroom, my mother sleeps away most of the morning. At each corner of her French bed, four twisted, inlaid brass posts stand like guardian angels, holding a tulle canopy high over her head. Her dark curls froth over monogrammed linen sheets. By the time her tiny, frazzled French maid Josephine — “Peenabo” to my older sister and brother, who played infuriating tricks on her — allows me in, around eleven, my mother is awake, wearing a quilted satin bedjacket, leaning against her lacy pillows, eating tiny triangles of toast, sipping coffee from a delicate Sevres cup, and talking on the telephone. Captivating smells waft around her: honey, Turkish cigarettes, Chanel perfume, her own particular fragrance.

Oh, to be grown-up!

My images of adult life come from my mother and father, my idols. They bring me visions of future happiness. Of pleasure, once freed from the discipline and regularity imposed on my brother and me. Of the never-ending joys of reading, shooting, riding, and fishing. Of late evenings with friends, drinking and playing games after delicious dinners.

I’m always longing for more attention from my parents than I get. A reward, I’ve decided, that will come from accomplishment, manners, and “being good.” I’m well on the way to becoming a perfectionist, a burden that haunts me still.

These moments of longing recur when I hear, for instance, all these decades later, the sounds of clinking ice at someone else’s cocktail time.

My father has taught me to carefully measure gin and vermouth in the silver shaker. The quiet of tea time, now over, swells as people arrive, talk, tell stories, laugh. Sometimes my parents argue. Oblivious, fixed in the center, I shake and pour and measure again. Nine years old, and I can make the consummate martini. I am showered with praise, until for the moment I have enough.

Summon all your energy, I tell myself then. Will the darkness away. It is merely a phantom.

Good cheer is real. The world is in order. God’s in his heaven. Be perfect, I tell myself. Win love.

May to November, from 1992 to 1998, my second husband Sydney and I lived in Taos, where I wrote most of this book. We looked over a green well-watered valley where horses and sheep grazed, where orchards flourished. Storms and brilliant sun, sunrise and sunset, turned the Sangre de Cristo Mountains in the distance from green to blue to red to purple, as clouds, lightning, or rainbows made vivid patterns on their rocky flanks. Infinite space lay before us, although we shared adobe walls with neighbors on two sides.

As Sydney and I moved into our old house, I watched Antonio Martinez, the carpenter, punch a doorway in a wall about two hundred years old. The powdery surface fell away, revealing thirty-pound adobe bricks, their binding straw still gold in the shadows.

Antonio removed bricks reverently. Then he mixed a paste of mud and water, and patched and sealed the doorway. Our neighbor, Jim Heese, applied the final coat along the edges: a thin solution of terra vaillita, a pink-beige mud painted on with sheepskin in big sloppy zigzags that would look smooth and creamy when dry. Jim taught me the ancient technique. I delighted in the mud’s smell and silkiness, and in the rhythm of sweeping the walls with the wet, furry scrap of wool. Our house was connected to Jim’s, in the Spanish village way, and for six years Jim was the best neighbor anyone could ever have. We worked side by side in the garden, we ate together, we hiked way up to a mountain lake, we talked about everything. Jim expanded my experience with clay by taking me to his pottery class, where I learned with great satisfaction to make bowls from an Apache master. That sharing walls could lead to such friendship seemed a miracle, beyond even the magic of the house itself and the surrounding landscape.

This process, this mud, these walls, the friends we made, contributed to the peace we felt. Life was quieter. We were more likely to reflect and accept.

These two places, Aiken and Taos, seemed to bracket my life, until last year when, wanting to be closer to family, we moved back to New York City.

One other place was never far from my consciousness, for many years. This was the Whitney Museum of American Art.

Few days have passed without my awareness of the Whitney Museum. Mail, faxes, phone calls, memory, or dream, the Museum is always with me. It has provided me worthwhile and deeply satisfying work. Sometimes I embrace its current values, sometimes I abhor them. Sometimes, too, in rejecting my goals and hopes for it, it has seemed to reject me. In some ways, the Museum embodies that part of my family heritage I most respect, a heritage, too, that’s far from perfect.

Once, giving a talk at the Whitney, my mother, who was then its chairman, said, “My mother left me the Museum — she said I could keep it, or sell it. I decided to keep it.”

So it was that my mother Flora’s care kept it going from 1942, when Gertrude died, until 1966, for the twenty-five years of her presidency. For my mother, the Museum embodied not simply her love for her mother but her admiration, as well, for Gertrude’s achievement as founder of the Museum. In the same way, the part of the Museum’s story I myself can tell is also a love story.

I’m writing it because I want to discover more than I now know. What really happened? I hope, with the distance I now have, with the comparative serenity of my life today, with the few but treasured advantages of age, that the years of turmoil will seem clearer, that some truths will become apparent.

Always, the Whitney represented one kind of home. Always, the Museum has been a dream for me, as it was for my grandmother and my mother. I was formed by these extraordinary women. With time, however, I became increasingly influenced by others, by the Museum’s directors, its curators, and by new, nonfamily trustees. The Museum changed continually over my forty years of involvement as a trustee, as vice president, as president, as chairman, and as honorary chairman.

Since I can remember, art was magic.

That has never changed.

Artists, I knew, saw the world through different eyes. If I applied myself and looked enough, I told myself when I was young, I, too, could see what they saw. Work and exposure would bring clarity and understanding along with happiness. What could be better for the world?

But can one ever cross that bridge? Can one really pierce to the heart of creation? Only by a lifetime of making or studying works of art. I will continue to be rewarded by all forms of creation, including nature itself — but a barrier will always remain between me and the world I crave, because I haven’t given myself to it fully and always. Very few have.

Early on, though, the Museum, for me, was the force that could bring about wonder and understanding for all who came.

My grandmother, right from the start, had wanted the American public to become aware of its rich heritage. When the Whitney Museum opened to the press and special friends on Monday, November 16, 1931, she said:


I have collected during these years the work of American artists because I believe them worthwhile and because I have believed in our national creative talent. Now I am making this collection the nucleus of a Museum devoted exclusively to American art — a Museum which will grow and increase in importance as we ourselves grow.

In making this gift to you, the American public, my chief desire is that you should share with me the joy which I have received from these works of art. It is especially in times like these that we need to look to the spiritual. In art we find it. It takes us into a world of beauty not too far removed from any of us. “Man cannot live by bread alone.”



At the time Gertrude spoke these words, the Great Depression had begun. Today, other problems confront us: small but devastating wars; the spread of drugs, of violence, in our disaffected youth; the erosion of our cities, and the erosion, as well, of a moral climate in which to bring up our young. In the face of all this, one may well question the validity of Gertrude Vanderbilt’s words, of the value of art itself. But I continue to believe that art is here to tell us who we have been, who we are, and who we can become. Whether its prevailing expressions seem dark and ugly or transcendent and sublime, artists, as always, remain our shamans and seers. They offer us the prophetic gifts of a Jeremiah, an Isaiah, or the Sibyl of Cumae. We are obliged to look and listen. Sometimes, to understand.

This is what I still believe, although, with the years, I’ve grown far less innocent and more pragmatic. As reality demanded, my early adolescent views altered. I came to see that artists and museums, like the church, in which I had also fervently believed as the force that could transform all of humankind for the good, were prone to flawed vision and human error. Yet, at heart, I still clung, and continue to cling, to the belief that creativity brings truth, that art inspires wisdom, not only for artists but for their audience. Even at its most uncomfortable and probing, even when bizarre and impenetrable, art remains an affirmation of life.

One answer to my current questions, then, is that the Museum supports this affirmation, communicating it to anyone who wishes to explore artistic vision and, in turn, to experience life in greater depth.

In my grandmother’s time, it was simpler to do this. For one thing, she provided both the concept and the money. For another, there were far fewer artists.

Today, the Museum has become institutionalized, complicated. No one person can make all the decisions. A lot more money must be found to carry on its programs. As a result, and by definition, Museum policy involves many people. Along with their various skills and talents, they provide a diversity of viewpoints. Our discussions and decisions are spirited and sometimes heated. Yet those who give money are not always equipped to make judgments about the Museum they generously support. They may not know enough about art and they may not have time enough to learn. Moreover, those who are giants of industry are accustomed to control When they meet the lively, free ideas of art, especially within the fragile institutions mediating between the public and the artist, it is not surprising that fierce struggles sometimes ensue.

Changes. Growth. Constraints. As in the earth itself, as weather and seasons dictate.

My views have changed since I began my story. Writing does that. Events of the more recent past have merged with older memories, with the Museum’s history and with my own, becoming part of a more thematic, consistent progression. Ten years hence, would I write differently? Perhaps. All I can hope is that this time is the right time for me to tell my story.

My daughter Fiona represents the fourth generation of Whitney women to serve the Museum. Her devotion to the Museum is already bearing fruit, and her understanding is wise as well as caring. The Museum is now a public institution with a vast, existing, and untapped audience. I have faith that she will help it fulfill its promise.


Two

“Mama,” my mother’s mother — “Gamoo” to her grandchildren — was to me a vague figure, whose demands for her daughter’s presence were nonetheless compelling. Tall, thin, elegant, Gertrude Vanderbilt Whitney remained almost a stranger to us younger children, although we loved her munificent Christmas presents, including, one memorable year, a typewriter I’d longed for, allowing me the unprecedented freedom of a typing class with local girls at the public school. It wasn’t until I worked with B. H. Friedman on the biography he wrote, Gertrude Vanderbilt Whitney (Doubleday, 1978), that I came to know her well.

For my grandmother, her curls, unlike Samson’s, symbolized the weakness of women. By cutting them off, as she described in her unpublished autobiography entitled “My History,” she hoped to become a boy — to gain power and stature. Even as a small child, she understood her position through metaphors, and later, through different metaphors, she changed that position. Making sculpture freed her from a constricting world, her lovers represented the hurt and anger she felt at her husband’s affairs, and her patronage, culminating in her creation of the Whitney Museum of American Art, became her expression of her family’s wealth and power. Her idealistic, fervent belief in art, artists, and her country merged with her ambition to form the particular identity of the Whitney Museum of American Art, which, in turn became a metaphor for Gertrude herself.

For her daughter, Flora Whitney Miller, the Whitney was her adored mother. Her longing and then her mourning poured into the Museum, enriching it for more than twenty-five years and holding Gertrude’s passionate commitment fast. Artists appreciated Flora Miller’s devotion and continued to feel, as they had in Gertrude’s time, that the Museum was their special home. My mother held it as close and nurtured it as warmly as she had wanted to love and be loved by Gertrude.

For me — it’s too soon, too hard, to assess. The metaphorical counterpart is Gertrude’s, I think, rather than my mother’s. Like an earthy stew simmering for years, by midlife I was ready for the table. Unlike Gertrude, I didn’t have money or power — only desire, and the family connection. Tom Armstrong, the Whitney director for fifteen years, in his wisdom saw their value, and helped me to use them for the Museum’s benefit. For those golden years, we teamed up to bring the Whitney to a new fruition: a conjunction of art and the public. When our team was sundered, I stayed on, I tried to mend fences, tried to make the magic live again. But my sadness weakened my ability to be an effective force. I love the Museum, and I always will, but there is little I can do for it today. Perhaps that’s partly because it’s no longer a metaphor for me.

What would the Museum become, without the family who gave it its persona? The men who run it now are capable and dedicated, but they can’t project the Whitney’s — Gertrude’s — character. Their reasons for being there are different from hers. By the way they fired Tom in 1990, they betrayed the nature of a fragile institution. It has yet to recover. Perhaps, without the family, it would change unrecognizably. Perhaps it would even be better. But it could not be the same.

On the other hand, perhaps Fiona will become a significant part of the future Whitney Museum. She represents the new generation of women. Because she has a self-confidence her predecessors lacked, her metaphors are different. She doesn’t need the Whitney for her identity. She already has her own. While she understands deeply the need for continuity and tradition, she isn’t afraid of change. Well educated, very capable, and just as energetic and resilient as her forebears, she can lead without feeling guilt. She represents hope.

“I cannot remember when I first realized who I was,” my grandmother wrote at eighteen in “My History.” “At any rate when I was eleven I knew perfectly that my father was talked of all over, that his name was known throughout the world, that I, simply because I was his daughter, would be talked about when I grew up, and that there were lots of things I could not do simply because I was Miss Vanderbilt.”

Why was this? And what did she omit from this abbreviated autobiography?

She left out, for the most part, her mother’s family — the Gwynnes and the Claypooles — who seem to have had little impact on her consciousness or her life. The energy and power that young Gertrude sensed, even as a child, came directly from the powerful men in her family.

Who were these men?

Jan Aertsen van der Bilt, of the Manor of Bilt, near Zeyst, Holland, emigrated to New Amsterdam in the mid-seventeenth century. Fifty years later, Jan’s grandson Jacob moved from Flatbush, in Brooklyn, to a farm in Port Richmond, Staten Island. Jacob’s grandson, Cornelius Vander Bilt, and his wife, Phoebe Hand — a capable, handsome woman of English descent — bought a larger acreage in Stapleton, Staten Island, where they farmed with the help of their nine children. The fourth, born on May 27, 1794, was Cornelius Van Derbilt, Jr., as he first preferred to write his name.

Sculpted in bronze, standing straight and tall in his fur-lined overcoat, he remains perpetually vigorous in front of his principal monument, Grand Central Terminal.

Following is family history taken substantially from B. H. Friedmann’s biography of my grandmother, Gertrude Vanderbilt Whitney:


This Cornelius (never again Jr.), combining the strong physique of his father and the rugged, sharp features of his mother, would radically change the economic situation in his family. As a boy, growing up on the farm and on the Staten Island waterfront, he had tremendous vitality. His dark blue eyes, his hawklike nose, his strong mouth and chin, even the mop of wild blond hair all seemed to exude energy. At eleven he stopped going to school. Just over six feet tall, he was strong enough to become his father’s regular helper on the farm and to assist him with some boating in New York Harbor. Within two years he was supervising the lightering of a ship; at sixteen he bought a sailboat for a hundred dollars and began ferrying passengers and freight between Staten Island and New York; and at eighteen, during the War of 1812, he had several boats under his command and received a government contract to provision New York Harbor forts. Except for money he gave his family, he invested the rest in more ships, and at the age of nineteen determined to marry his cousin and neighbor Sophia Johnson.



His success began early and escalated until the end of his long life. At first he worked for others, then for himself; his businesses — hotels, steam ferries, steamers, then steamship lines — succeeded each other rapidly, and his family increased at the same dizzying rate: thirteen children, eventually Battling monopolies, winning rate wars, he planned and worked incessantly, and in 1829, at thirty-five, he moved his family from Bellona Hall, his hotel in New Brunswick, New Jersey, to Manhattan. But penetrating New York society was more of a challenge for this entrepreneurial giant than making money. Tough and courageous, with a broad, clear vision, he had the reputation of sticking to any bargain he made. But “those direct, blunt qualities showed themselves also in coarse manners and speech. He was loud. He chewed tobacco. He used the slang and profanity of the wharves. What was admired in business was characterized in drawing rooms as ‘pushy’ and ‘cheeky.’”

In the late ’30s, defeated for the moment in his desire to be accepted in Manhattan, he left to build a mansion in Staten Island. His rejection rankled, however, and in 1846 he launched a luxurious yacht, the first Vanderbilt, and began construction of a large house in Manhattan on Washington Place. When his wife, Sophia, refused to move, it was reported in the newspapers that he had her committed to a private insane asylum — an extreme reaction, but emblematic of this powerful man who was certainly accustomed to getting his way. A few months later, the story goes, she came around and was released.

Cornelius, called “The Commodore,” was now very visibly a millionaire. During the Gold Rush in 1849, he gambled his fortune developing a shipping line, the Atlantic and Pacific Ship Canal Company. He built eight steamers and a twelve-mile macadam road through Nicaragua to the Pacific, multiplying his investment many times over.

In 1852, he decided to take a long-delayed vacation. For four months he traveled with family and friends through England, Russia, Denmark, France, Spain, Italy, Malta, Turkey, and Madeira, on the North Star, his new, luxurious 2,500-ton, 270-foot yacht. The trip was a triumphant confirmation of his status, as he was received by royalty, feted and honored everywhere he went.

After returning, the Commodore went back to work making deals, outsmarting rivals, and further increasing his wealth. In 1862, when he was almost seventy, he initiated perhaps his most significant project: transferring profits from his shipping business into railroads, starting with the New York & Harlem, which he soon controlled.

Two years later, he finally recognized the ability of one of his sons, William, and named him vice president of the railroad and of all his business activities. William was already forty-three. The Commodore’s favorite son, George, had died, and he had rejected his oldest son Cornelius Jeremiah, a pitiful epileptic and gambler.

William Henry Vanderbilt had been a sickly child. At nineteen, against his father’s wishes, he had married Maria Louisa Kissam, the daughter of a poor but refined Brooklyn clergyman. The Commodore had bought them a farm at New Dorp, Staten Island, and — to his surprise — they had made a success of it, increasing its size fivefold and then taking over the bankrupt Staten Island Railroad, which William quickly rehabilitated. Now, in 1864, as if to make up for lost time, the Commodore bought him a house on Fifth Avenue, and took his advice when William urged his father to extend their railroad system to Chicago.

In 1868 Sophia died, and the following year the Commodore, now seventy-five, married Frank Armstrong Crawford, a Mobile, Alabama, belle and a great-granddaughter of Samuel Hand, brother of the Commodore’s mother. His energy still undiminished, he continued to expand his businesses and began construction of Grand Central Terminal in New York City. Eight years later, on January 4,1877, the Commodore died at eighty-two, children and grandchildren by his side. His young wife led them in singing his favorite hymn, “Show Pity, Lord.” In Friedman’s words, “He left more than $100,000,000, of which about $90,000,000 went to William; $7,500,000 to William’s four sons ($5,000,000 to the eldest, Cornelius, the Commodore’s favorite [who was two-year-old Gertrude’s father]); about $500,000 to each of his surviving daughters; $500,000 in cash, 2,000 shares of New York Central stock, and his New York home to his second wife; and $200,000 to Cornelius Jeremiah. Women were thus treated only slightly better than charities, to which there were no substantial bequests; indeed during his life the only such gift ($1,000,000) was to Central University in Nashville, Tennessee, renamed Vanderbilt University in 1875 when the two-part gift was completed.”

When two daughters and Cornelius Jeremiah contested the will, William settled out of court, giving each of his sisters another $500,000. He paid his brother the income from $1 million, but not for long, since Cornelius committed suicide five years later.

Their reputations as “robber barons” notwithstanding, William and his father had believed in improving working conditions, equipment, and service, and when New York Central employees refused to join the great railroad strike of 1877, William rewarded his trainmen and laborers by distributing $100,000 among them. An excellent businessman, he continued strengthening the New York Central with mergers and enlightened business practices, doubling his fortune in only six years to more than $200 million (about $2 billion in current purchasing power).

Now he gave thought to cultural matters, investing in a magnificent Fifth Avenue house that he filled with paintings, sculptures, and fine furnishings. He commissioned Richard Morris Hunt, the foremost architect of the time, to design a gilded neo-Byzantine mausoleum on the highest land in New York City — eleven acres in the Moravian Cemetery on Staten Island. Only those descendants with the name “Vanderbilt” can be interred within this elegant edifice. Peripheral family are buried in adjoining plots. Did he hope to perpetuate not only the name but the success and energy of future Vanderbilts? To maintain control from the grave? In its heyday, dozens of elegant carriages waited in the cobblestone driveway of this mausoleum, which in the ’70s became a “make-out” site for teenagers, as evidenced by a Life magazine cover of the time.

Unlike his father, William gave generous charitable gifts in his lifetime: to Vanderbilt University, St. Bartholemew’s Church, the Moravian Church at New Dorp, the College of Physicians and Surgeons, and the Metropolitan Museum of Art. He paid $103,732 to cover the cost of moving the Thutmose III obelisk (224 tons, 69½ feet high) from Egypt to Central Park. What, I wonder, did that thrusting symbol of ancient power mean to my great-grandfather? A monument more lasting than his money? A form symbolizing his virile power?

By the time of his death in 1885, William had delegated his two eldest sons to take over his leadership of the family business. He left $10 million to each of his eight children — four sons, Cornelius, William Kissam, Frederick William, and George Washington, and four daughters, Margaret Louisa (Mrs. Elliott F. Shepard), Emily Thorn (Mrs. William D. Sloane), Florence Adele (Mrs. H. McKown Twombly), and Lila or Eliza Osgood (Mrs. William Seward Webb). To Cornelius he gave an additional $2 million and $1 million in trust for Cornelius’ eldest son, William. To his wife he left his home, the art in it, and an annuity of $200,000. More than $1 million went to institutions he had supported, plus other missions, churches, hospitals, the YMCA, and the Metropolitan Museum of Art. More than $100 million in his residuary estate was divided equally between his two eldest sons, Cornelius and William Kissam. Thus, like his father, but less unfairly, he favored his strongest male descendants. This was probably with a view to preserving for future generations the fortune handed down from his father, in a modified version of the British tradition of primogeniture.

Cornelius, Gertrude’s father, was the harder working of the two brothers and became, until his death, the head of the family. Hard as he worked, he found time for many philanthropic activities, as is often the case among men of third-generation wealth who seek social position as well as business success through patronage — because the Vanderbilts still represented “new money.” He was a trustee of several hospitals, including the College of Physicians and Surgeons, of Columbia University, the General Theological Seminary, and the Cathedral of St. John the Divine; a manager of the Domestic and Foreign Missionary Society of the Protestant Episcopal Church; chairman of the executive committee of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, to which his most famous gift was Rosa Bonheur’s The Horse Fair. He founded and built the clubhouse for the Railroad Branch of the YMCA. He was a warden of and generous contributor to St. Bartholemew’s Church. And more.

Gertrude’s mother, whose family I heard little about when growing up, was Alice Claypoole Gwynne, whose father, Abram Gwynne, was a prominent Cincinnati lawyer of Welsh descent. Alice’s great-grandfather was a Captain Abraham Claypool (the e was added later), a veteran of the Revolutionary War and an original member of the exclusive Society of the Cincinnati, who claimed descent from Oliver Cromwell and the American romantic painter Washington Allston.

Gertrude Vanderbilt was born on January 9, 1875. Her parents had lost their eldest child, Alice, and had two sons, William and Cornelius. They were to have three more children: Alfred, Reginald, and Gladys. When Gertrude was three, the family moved from a town house at 72 Park Avenue to a French Renaissance chateau on the westerly blockfront between Fifty-seventh and Fifty-eighth Streets along Fifth Avenue (where Bergdorf Goodman is today), which they later renovated and enlarged.

The Vanderbilts, although “talked of all over,” as Gertrude wrote, were not socially accepted by “old New York” until Mrs. W. K. Vanderbilt’s 1883 ball to inaugurate their new mansion at Fifth Avenue and Fifty-second Street, designed by Richard Morris Hunt. Certain she would be invited, Caroline Astor planned a quadrille for her friends preceding the ball. When Alva heard of this she told a mutual friend she was sorry she could not invite Miss Astor since her mother had never paid a call. Now, finally, Mrs. Astor called. The ball was reported on the front page of the Times and was probably the most extravagant given in New York until that time. … Gertrude’s father came as Louis XVI in a habit de cour with breeches of fawn-colored brocade, trimmed with sterling silver lace; a jabot, similarly trimmed; and a diamond-hiked sword. Her mother, as “Electric Light,” was more dazzling still, in white satin trimmed with diamonds and a headdress of feathers and diamonds. In a famous photograph taken at the ball Mrs. Vanderbilt holds an electric torch above her head, possibly parodying the Statue of Liberty, then, though three years from completion, already under construction and well known to New Yorkers. Gertrude and her two older brothers were among the few children who made an appearance — she as a rose, in pink tulle, with a satin overdress of green leaves, a waist of green satin, and a headdress of white satin, fashioned like a bouquet holder; her brothers as Sindbad the Sailor and a young courtier. Thus, two generations after the Commodore had founded their fortune, the Vanderbilts were now social as well as economic news. Four years later, when Mrs. Astor’s List was supplanted by the Social Register, the Vanderbilts were in it.

Gertrude, then, was the eldest daughter of the eldest son of the richest American family. Although the men controlling the family business and fortune were now custodians of their fortune rather than risk-taking entrepreneurs, Gertrude’s identity was grounded in her father’s, grandfather’s, and great-grandfather’s energy and drive. As Friedman says, “To their Dutch Protestant tradition of industry and piety there had already been added a sense of Puritan prudence and social service. … Having inherited ‘success,’ she would spend much of her life attempting to redefine it as a woman”

Gertrude’s awareness of power came early.

“One of the first things I remember,” she wrote in “My History,” “was how I longed to be a boy. I was four years old when unable to resist the temptation longer. I secreted myself in my mother’s room and proceeded to cut off my curls. This it seemed to me was what distinguished me most from my brothers; they said only girls had curls, so mine were sacrificed and all I gained was a severe punishment.”

Yes, many doors were closed to women, especially those having to do with money and business, which brought the power that Gertrude came to desire.

“I am not going to tell you much about myself until I was eighteen,” she continued, “because my childhood passed almost without incident.” Clearly, her education didn’t include Freudian theory, but then neither did my mother’s or mine. We were supposed to suppress or overcome by willpower whatever inadequacies, puzzlements, or depressions we felt — not by the remedies resorted to by less privileged, therefore weaker, folk. In Gertrude’s letters, journals, and fiction a picture emerges of a young girl whose growth and self-confidence are constantly undermined by family and societal regulations. This young girl was forever questioning her heritage, wanting to be loved for herself and not for her wealth.

“That I should be courted and made a friend of simply because I was who I was, was unbearable to me. I longed to be someone else, to be liked only for myself, to live quietly and happily without the burden that goes with riches.”

In a short story called “Arabella’s Two Proposals,” she wrote revealingly about Arabella, the daughter of the “strictest of mothers,” who decided to “make the most of being a girl and be very undignified, not a bit sedate, although Mama, I know, thinks dignity a prime factor.”

Alice and Cornelius: respected community leaders, benefactors, pious worshippers of their God. What were they like as parents? My impressions come from two sources in addition to Gertrude herself. Gertrude’s sister Gladys’s oldest daughter, Sylvia Szapary, adored her grandmother. “Syvie” wouldn’t hear the slightest criticism of her. Apparently, Alice was a perfect mother to Gladys and her other children, and a wonderful grandmother too—loving, teaching them by example to be responsible and caring people.

I heard a different story from my mother, who had been sent with her sister Barbara to stay with her grandmother one summer when her parents were in Europe. Here are bits of my mother’s journal from that year, 1912, when she was nearly fifteen:

“July 21. We got to Newport a little after 12 o’clock. Went to Grandma’s house. Barby and I are going to stay there all summer. It rained all day. For lunch there was Grandma, Aunty, Uncle, Mamma, Papa, Cousin Ruth, Aunt Florence, Mabel Gerry, Larry, Barbie and me. It was the horridest lunch I was ever at. They gossiped and talked stupid things all the time. Oh how I wish we were back in New York.

“July 22. I had dinner alone with Grandma and after we each took turns reading a book. It was a horrid evening. The book is nice.”

My mother was used to a less regimented life than she led at the Breakers, her grandmother’s home. Her grandmother, she told me many years later, often summoned her to the formal drawing room to reprimand her for some infraction of rules she wasn’t even aware of. For instance, when she sprained or broke her ankle and couldn’t walk down stairs for a few days, she invited her friends, including a male cousin and some of her brother’s friends, to visit her. Horrors! Boys in her room? Terrible, shocking. She was bad! Her own parents’ rules were more casual, and Flora rebelled against her grandmother’s strictness and lectures by sneaking in and out of windows and enjoying herself as best she could.

Although she undoubtedly didn’t always feel so alienated from Alice, and later they became close, I can imagine Gertrude’s early frustration with her mother. In her journals and letters, a cold, critical, and fearful mother emerges, who didn’t seem to appreciate her daughter’s accomplishments in school, her liveliness and imagination, or her outreach to new friends. Gertrude wrote, for example, in her journal of January 17, 1896:

“I shall put it down in black and white or die — I hate her. Her! Who? My mother. Yes, ha ha, I have never allowed myself to say it, to think it scarcely before. Now I know it is true and say it, I would say it to her if she gave me the chance. I am happy, am I not — oh yes, living in an atmosphere of worldiness and suspiciousness — no matter. … Oh God, riches make more unhappiness than all the poverty in the world. Keep me from being suspicious. … There is no more sympathy between us than there is between the table and myself … and I am young and longing and dying for sympathy, for feeling, for human love, and there isn’t any for me — none — none.”

Gertrude’s father? There are few clues. But when his son Cornelius announced his intention to marry Grace Wilson, a slightly older woman who had perhaps been secretly engaged to Cornelius’s older brother, William, he and Alice did everything possible to prevent him. They threatened young Cornelius, or “Neily,” and Grace’s parents with dire results, telling them that the marriage would “alter his prospects,” meaning that Neily’s father would disown him. Which is just what Cornelius did: when he died in 1899, he left his namesake $500,000 and the income from a $1 million trust fund — from an estate of $70 million. (Alfred, the principal beneficiary, equalized this sum with that of his other siblings from his own inheritance.) Gertrude thought that the affair had caused her father’s paralytic stroke in 1896, and much as she loved her brother, she sympathized with her parents in this matter. As she wrote to her cousin Adele Burden: “Neily knows it is his behavior that gave Papa his stroke, he refused to see him. Never took the trouble to walk across the hall & ask how he was. When he was told Papa’s life depended on it he would not say he would even put off the wedding.” Loss of “face” was so very important to these parents. A matter of life and death, in this case. Cornelius never really recovered and died in 1899.

Gertrude, from early childhood, was kept busy through an extremely full schedule. Perhaps her mother felt that lessons and other occupations might preclude the dangers she imagined lay in waiting for her lively, charming, and talented daughter. Men, primarily Fortune hunters.

“I really have so much to do, with school, and studying, and music, and drawing, and walking, and Christmas things, and dancing, and writing, and thinking, that I feel as though I had no time to spare and if for a minute I find myself idle I feel it is a waste of very precious time. I have not been able to read one book since I have been here and do not intend to till the Christmas holidays, then I can feast on them.”

This urge to use every minute stayed with Gertrude all her life. Many years later, she even used the hour-long drive from New York to her home in Old Westbury, Long Island, to crochet blankets for her grandchildren, to read, and even to write. Her energy and her will never weakened.

Despite the many absences caused by her family’s European travels and their stays in Newport through October and often November, Gertrude did very well in school, especially in writing. She wanted to do well; she desired and needed the recognition that came from accomplishment. But when she received praise — when, for example, her much admired English teacher read her composition aloud in class — she denigrated it, writing, “You must not think too much of it. … Conceit.” Her self-esteem wasn’t helped by incidents like this one from a later notebook she entitled “Beginning of Autobiography”:

“I was frightfully shy. At school this failing had caused me great suffering. No matter how well I knew my lessons when it came to being called on to answer questions every thought went out of my head. By fits and starts I studied hard but even this did not help me much. One day, it was the beginning of the month and we had just been handed our monthly reports, a group of us were sitting around together comparing our marks. My mark in English was considered to be above my deserts and inspired a good deal of criticism on the part of the others. A red-headed girl who had a sharp tongue and who consequently always got the best of me remarked: ‘If you weren’t a Vanderbilt you would never have gotten an A.’ There was a pause, during which all I remember was that I felt horribly guilty, and one of the other girls took up the subject. ‘My father told my mother,’ she looked straight at me, ‘that your great-grandfather sold matches.’

“I had no idea if it was true or not. But I looked her in the eye and, as I was told later, shook my head of curls at her. ‘If he did,’ I said, ‘they were the best matches in the world!’”

Gertrude also reproached herself for what she considered weakness — caring, for instance, about the boys who attracted her and were paying her court:

“You should be ashamed of yourself for thinking about [boys] at all. A girl of your age and so little able to control her thoughts. … I am ashamed of you, yes, do you hear, you have not the control and what is more you have not conquered but have been conquered. You have not grown, not by any means, you are weak, foolish and young, so there. Remember this, read it every day. When you think yourself attractive look in the glass.”

What did she look like, at about eighteen?

Five feet eight inches tall, Gertrude was slim and graceful, her back straight as she’d been taught — though she’d been spared the steel rods that enforced her cousin Consuelo Vanderbilt’s posture. Her brown hair curled softly over a long mobile face, with large green eyes set far apart above a long straight nose and wide sensuous lips. Although not classically beautiful, Gertrude projected a combination of eagerness, vulnerability, and reserve that was mysterious and compelling. She was elegant, with a bold and original style of dressing, and had a captivating charm beyond looks or easy definition.

At nineteen, “coming out” in society, she was still questioning her friends’ sincerity. Her future husband, Harry Whitney, was at that time one of the few she trusted, partly because his family, if not as rich, had a longer lineage than hers. She wrote him an unmailed letter (a recurring habit) with a theme she returned to again and again in journals, fiction, and letters:

“I am an heiress — consequently I know perfectly well there are lots of men who would be attentive to me simply on account of that. When I first fully realized that to be the case I was terribly unhappy and wished I might be a poor girl so that people would only like me for myself. Now I have become used to the thought and I face it boldly, as I must, and try to make the most of it. What I want to know is this — do you think it possible for anyone to love me for myself entirely? That the money would — no, could — make no difference? That anyone in all the world would not care for the money but would care as much as his life for me?”

In late-nineteenth-century New York, life for a young girl from a wealthy family was rigidly structured. Especially for Gertrude Vanderbilt. She could never be alone with a boy. She must wear specific kinds of clothes for each different occasion — lacy white morning dresses, low-cut silk and satin evening dresses, carefully tailored riding dresses, bathing dresses. In an 1894 journal, she lists thirty-two outfits under the heading “New Dresses This Year.” It begins “Light blue crepon, white spots, trimmed with yellow (yellow hat)” and describes eight costumes in each of her favorite colors, pink and blue. Mourning a close family member meant no outside social life, and black clothes for at least two years, including jewelry; I still have a black enamel pansy pin that Gertrude wore in mourning. A young girl in society must make formal calls with her mother, and must be “at home” to receive visitors on particular days and times. There were so many “dos” and “don’ts” that it’s a wonder anyone could remember them all. To her diary she wrote, at nineteen, “It is evening, 9:50, and I am waiting for the time to come to dress to go to a reception. My hair has been carefully arranged by the hairdresser so I cannot lie down. I come to you for solace. How I long for excitement, for emotions, provided they are of the right sort … a man chooses the path that gives him the most thrill. That is what I want. I want someone to make me feel, feel this is indeed life. Understand, I don’t want to fall in love, that would be both bothersome and useless. But I want for a little while to live completely. … If I could but thrill tonight for a few moments, for one blissful second, how happy I should be. … I can count the thrills in my life, they are so few and far between.”

As time went on, she became reconciled to her role. Faith was an important aspect of this acceptance, and she attended the Episcopal church — even if sporadically — all her life. “When I was eighteen I felt as if I could hold my head up under it, and that I would act my part well for God had put me there, just where I was, and if He had not meant me to have strength to go through He would never have put me where I was.”

When her grandfather, William Henry Vanderbilt, died, Gertrude was ten years old and had often visited her grandparents. Even though she had taken their home and its furnishings for granted at the time, it’s clear in her journals that the art she saw influenced her later appreciation. In 1890, for example, while visiting museums in Paris with her New York neighbor and future sister-in-law, Pauline Whitney, Gertrude was impressed by Pauline’s opinion. “We talked about the fine pictures and other articles which belonged to Grandpa and now to Grandma. I had no idea Grandpa had such fine things. I knew of course they were very expensive etc., but I hardly thought of them as she said.” Perhaps this was because, surrounded as she herself was by fine architecture and works of art, such things were givens.

In 1892, her promising and beloved brother William died from typhoid fever while a junior at Yale. In “My History” Gertrude mentioned but did not elaborate on the mournful event: “a very sad time after I lost my eldest brother which I would rather not dwell upon.” Grief-stricken, Cornelius and Alice retired from most travel and social activities for the prescribed mourning period. Later that year, their house in Newport burned to the ground. The Vanderbilts, during this quiet time, became absorbed in working with Richard Morris Hunt on a replacement home, the new Breakers, a magnificent seventy-room mansion filled with French and Italian furniture and decorations and paintings and sculptures from both Europe and America.

Gertrude’s young uncle, George Washington Vanderbilt, was probably the most cultivated member of the family. He spoke eight languages and read several others, he had studied architecture, forestry, and landscape gardening. In the early 1890s, he began planning an immense chateau designed by Richard Morris Hunt on 130,000 acres near Asheville, North Carolina. Using advanced and socially responsible theories of agriculture, forestry, and ecology, George worked with Frederick Law Olmsted to develop the property. Today, we can still enjoy Biltmore, since George’s descendants have maintained and increased their grandfather’s original commitment to sound ecological practices, and have turned the estate into a lucrative business by opening it to the public.

With a large group of aunts, uncles, cousins, and friends, Gertrude traveled by private railroad car to Biltmore for its Christmas opening in 1895. Although its scale and grandeur must have been extraordinary — 250 rooms! — she hardly mentions it in her letters to her friend Esther Hunt, Richard’s daughter, which is mostly about the people she talked with and the walks she took. This isn’t as surprising as it might seem. I myself can remember visiting the Breakers, where my great-aunt Gladys was living, when I was about ten, but I can’t remember thinking there was anything unusual about it. It was where my great-grandparents had lived, that was all. Not that my own family lived in such an ostentatious house! But I was conscious of the way former generations had lived. Gertrude, whose family lived their everyday lives in what now seems a fantasy splendor, would have expected and found normal the magnificence she found at Biltmore. One must, I think, keep this in mind when considering her life. Although she bemoaned her position as heiress, she took it for granted, too. The same year she visited Biltmore, she wrote in her journal:

“You don’t know what the position of an heiress is! You can’t imagine. There is no one in all the world who loves her for herself. No one. She cannot do this, that, and the other simply because she is known by sight and will be talked about. Everything she does or says is discussed, everyone she speaks to she is suspected of going to marry, everyone she loves loves her for what she has got, and earth is hell unless she is a fool and then it’s heaven. … Of course, worldly goods surround her. She wishes a dress, a jewel, a horse — she has it, but not all the money in the world can buy her a loving heart or a true friend.”

Gertrude learned French and German, languages then de rigueur for a well-educated young woman. On their travels, besides meeting the aristocracy of Europe, the family heard concerts and operas and visited museums, always with well-trained guides, establishing the groundwork for her later absorbing interest in cultural affairs. Balls, tea dances, house parties, and dinners bridged the Atlantic, and by the time she was twenty she had beaux in several countries and several marriage proposals. Few were of real interest, however, until Harry Whitney became a serious contender in 1896.

February 2: “Harry has been to see me quite often, twice last week. He has a little dog whom I keep very often when he is at law [Columbia Law School].”

February 6: “Harry and I are having a desperate flirtation. It’s splendid. We understand each other perfectly.”

Since Gertrude kept all her papers, it is easy to trace their growing love. Sometime in February, Harry wrote to her:

“Of course it is possible for someone to love you simply and entirely for yourself. We have been made to go through an existence here, God knows for what — it is hard enough & unsatisfactory enough — but there is one, just one, redeeming feature & that is the possibility of love. …” The rest of this letter makes it clear that Harry was already in love. Soon she and Harry, with her parents and a group of young men and women, set off for Palm Beach in her father’s private railroad car, Number 493, and attendant cars: first a smoking car, then the men’s car separated from the women’s by the dining car, and at the end, for the view, the so-called day car. Gertrude documented their romance in her journal: by the second day, in St. Augustine, they sat together at dinner and had “the sort of conversation it is impossible to repeat.” In Palm Beach, finally alone with Harry on the piazza of the Hotel Royal Poinciana, Gertrude talked this time not to make conversation (as she often did with others, making lists ahead of time of subjects she might bring up), but to reveal herself. She told Harry of her long-time wish that she could have a better relationship with her mother. “It is not really anything that we say or do, it is simply that she does not understand. When it is like that, there is no use trying to have an understanding.” With that, Harry turned suddenly toward Gertrude, and said, “Gertrude, shall we have an understanding?” Unable to speak, she gave him her hand, saying, “Oh, Harry.” “Taking my poor, ugly hand he kissed it over and over again and yet over and over, saying ‘No, no, Gertrude — it can’t be. Oh no, Gertrude.’”

On the train trip home, in a rare moment together, “I suddenly looked at him and could not take my eyes away. He looked down — I could not. He looked at me again — and for the first time we looked right into each other’s eyes and saw each other’s souls. Then he leaned forward suddenly and pulled my hands to him. He said, ‘Kiss me.’ And before I knew it he had leaned over the table and kissed my mouth. A few moments later he said, ‘I feel better now.’”

***

Why, when she was so doubtful of the motives of others, was it so easy for Gertrude to accept the sincerity of Harry’s love?

Whitney roots can be traced much further back than those of the Vanderbilts, way back to Thurstan “the Fleming,” who followed William the Conqueror into England and is even mentioned in the Domesday Book of 1086 as an extensive landholder in Hertfordshire and the Marches of Wales. Subsequent Whitneys included a knight as well as merchants, manufacturers, and entrepreneurs.

Like the Vanderbilts, the Whitneys settled in America in the mid-seventeenth century. In June 1635, John Whitney, a well-educated member of a freeman’s guild, the Merchant Taylors Company, arrived in Boston with his wife, five sons, and 113 other passengers aboard the Elizabeth and Ann. Despite restrictive Stuart economic policies John had done well in England, unlike many Puritans, and as an Anglican he hadn’t suffered religious persecution. But he was ambitious. He wanted greater opportunity and freedom to achieve his goals.

The community of Watertown, near Boston, where he came to live, was a place in which he could make good use of his superior education and legal expertise, and soon the Whitneys became prominent landholders and political, military, and constabulary leaders. By 1788, the family was well established, and General Josiah Whitney — the head of the family — had distinguished himself in the Revolutionary War, had represented Harvard in the General Court, and was a delegate to the Boston convention for ratification of the federal constitution.

The Vanderbilts, at this time, were farmers in Staten Island still struggling to survive.

Josiah’s great-grandson, James Scollay Whitney, also a general (in the militia), and his wife Laurinda Collins, a descendant of William Bradford of Plymouth Colony, settled in Conway, Massachusetts, and from their small general store built a large cotton mill business. James became postmaster, a member of the Massachusetts House, and sheriff of Franklin County, then organized the Conway Bank and the Conway Mutual Fire Insurance Company, of which he was the first president. The family was, by local standards, rich and powerful.

William Collins Whitney, Harry’s father, was the third child and second son of James and Laurinda’s six children. It was William who advanced his family’s fortunes as the Commodore did for his family, and who came to live in New York in a palatial home right across the street from Cornelius Vanderbilt II. However, unlike the Vanderbilts, he was building on a solid family base of some eight hundred years of continuous achievement. He and his family were immediately welcomed by New York’s business and society circles, and distinguished partners were ready to work with him along his road to success, unlike Cornelius Vanderbilt’s father, William, who had to fight for acceptance. Although that acceptance came much easier to Cornelius II (Gertrude’s father), I believe that the family’s lack of a solid heritage of education, public service, and social position led to Gertrude’s strict, conventional upbringing, and resulted in her striving for accomplishment, self-esteem, and appreciation.

William C. Whitney was a complex individual, a serious, attractive young man who had worldly ambition but loved to read and write as well. Tall, with large gray eyes, straight brown hair, and strong features, he studied the classics at Yale, leading a rigorous life in dormitories that lacked plumbing, heating, and adequate lighting. There he made lifelong friends, including his roommate Henry Farnam Dimock, who became his law partner and his sister’s husband, and Oliver Hazard Payne of Cleveland, whose sister Flora he later married. Another friend, William Graham Sumner, wrote years later:

“Whitney’s position amongst us … was, from the first, that of a leader … easily the man of widest influence in our Class and perhaps the College.” When he was tapped for Skull and Bones, his more studious roommates complained about the constant procession through their room of Whitney’s friends.

After graduating from Harvard Law School, clerking in a prestigious law firm, and passing the bar exam in New York, in 1867 he and Dimock set up their practice at 17 Wall Street. Oliver Payne arranged for him to meet his sister Flora, who had enrolled in an experimental seminary for women at Harvard conducted by Louis Agassiz and had subsequently traveled widely in Europe, North Africa, and the Levant, writing and illustrating remarkable journals and letters about all she learned and saw. Her father, Senator Henry B. Payne, one of the wealthiest and most powerful Democrats in Ohio, had published many of her letters in the Cleveland Daily Record. A student of archaeology, science, and languages, Flora was an exceptional woman, especially for her time. Her brother Oliver loved her dearly, and was convinced that she and William belonged together.

“So you are the Will Whitney that I have had held up to me for so many years?” the high-spirited Flora began their conversation. Dinner, the opera, and visits between Cleveland and New York followed, and they were married in October 1869.

As the young lawyer’s business grew, so did his interest in reform politics, which at that time meant allying himself with Samuel J. Tilden to get rid of the dishonest Boss Tweed. The Young Men’s Democratic Club, which he had been instrumental in founding, contributed greatly to Tweed’s defeat and the victory of clean municipal government. In a letter to her sister Molly in the summer of 1872 Flora described their lives:

“William is in politics and the first thing that kind of business does is take a man away from the bosom of his family. I submit, as I think it is the duty of young men to work when they are called upon in such a time as this. William is a natural politician, and takes to it as a duck to water, and is one of the leaders among the young men. About a hundred Committee men are to meet here Wednesday night and you can imagine the pow-wow.”

Like Cornelius and Alice Vanderbilt, whose first baby, Alice, had died, William and Flora lost their first-born child. Then, in the spring of 1872, Harry Payne Whitney was born, and Flora wrote a long unpublished essay beginning:

“Never came a Baby into the world, more wanted, with more love ready to welcome him than our Boy. One little life had been given to us before. We had planned and hoped and been ready for it. … Then came the agony, and the birth, but the little voice would first be heard in Heaven, and not in the Mother’s arms. So when I knew that life once more might be allowed to weave the child fancies in my home, just gladness filled me, gratitude, and joy without a cloud. I shut out every shadow from my life. The nine months should be millennium … He never in all those months was anything but a source of pleasure to me.”

It was typical of my great-grandmother’s intense feelings and tough mind that she began with the loss of her firstborn. “With her there is no glossing over, no forgetting, and by beginning with the lost Leonore, she makes her happiness and William’s at Harry’s birth all the greater. Not only in this little journal but in dozens of her own letters and William’s it is apparent that they doted on this son” (Friedman). Four more children were to come; Pauline, William Payne, Olive (who died of diphtheria at six), and Dorothy; But Harry was always special. Only Dorothy’s relationship with her father, after her mother’s death, was as close.

Meantime, William was becoming a recognized figure in New York, with a distinguished clientele. After a stint as corporation counsel, he struggled for and won the valuable Broadway street railway franchise. He contributed money and his considerable organizational skills to the presidential campaign and election of Grover Cleveland, who rewarded him by appointing him Secretary of the Navy, a key position at a time when command of the seas was strategically vital. During his tenure (1885–1889) he modernized the fleet and eliminated widespread corrupt bidding and contracting practices. Living part-time in Washington, the Whitneys were at the epicenter of its social life. Flora gained a reputation as a brilliant hostess, bringing together the intellectual, cultural, and political worlds of the city, creating fantasy environments for costume balls and other fanciful entertainments.

Both the Vanderbilts and the Whitneys had plenty of worldly ambition — but in contrast to the Vanderbilt men, William C. Whitney was profoundly conscious of the obligations of wealth, and gave not only money but time and work for causes he believed in.

William also pioneered in new theories about horses, recognizing the importance of mares rather than stallions alone in the speed and endurance of thoroughbreds. He was highly successful in breeding and racing as well as in his legal, business, and political careers.

As time went on, back in New York Flora felt increasingly isolated. She grew lonely and sad as William spent much time away from home pursuing political or business interests. The tender, loving letters she had written to William at first changed in tone as, often pregnant, she began hearing gossip about other women:

“I knew I was heavy and awkward, and not this last winter the lithe little lady you loved to caress; but it added to the hurts, and hurts grow into disappointments, and these into commonplace living, and then the angel of romance folds forever her wings, or turns and finds its waiting by the cradles of the sleeping children.”

Flora was one of many educated, intelligent, and talented women of her time who found little outlet for their abilities.
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