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The former Cissy Patterson at the time of her marriage to Count Josef Gizycki, in 1904 (Illustration credit col1.1)
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TO CARTER,
WITH LOVE AND GRATITUDE

(and may you never become embroiled in anything like
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CONTENTS

Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

List of Illustrations

Acknowledgments

The Descendants of Joseph Medill

Prologue

Part I:
Elinor Josephine Patterson

Part II:
The Countess Gizycka

Part III:
Mrs. Elmer Schlesinger

Part IV:
Eleanor Medill Patterson

Part V:
Seven Dwarves

Epilogue

Abbreviations

Notes

Bibliography

Index

Illustration Credits

Other Books by This Author


ILLUSTRATIONS


  1   Cissy Patterson, ca. 1904

  2   The Countess Gizycka, Chicago, 1909

  3   Joseph Medill, 1850s

  4   Joseph Medill, ca. 1892

  5   Elinor Medill Patterson, Cissy’s mother, ca. 1875

  6   Chicago Tribune editor Robert Wilson Patterson, Jr., Cissy and Joe Patterson’s father

  7   Elinor Josephine Patterson, “Cissy,” ca. 1882

  8   Portrait of three-year-old Cissy, March 22, 1884

  9   Cissy, ca. 1884

10   Joseph and Kitty Medill’s eldest daughter, Katherine Medill McCormick

11   Eleven-year-old Cissy Patterson, 1892

12   Sixteen-year-old Cissy Patterson

13   Joseph Medill and his grandchildren, 1899

14   Dupont Circle, as it looked in the early decades of the twentieth century

15   Dupont Circle at the dawn of the twentieth century

16   Cissy Patterson, Lake Forest, Illinois, ca. 1900

17   Self-portrait by Cissy, 1899

18   Cissy riding in formal attire, ca. 1900

19   Ruth Hanna and Cissy Patterson, Thomasville, Georgia, 1900

20   15 Dupont Circle, ca. 1927

21   The balcony of Patterson House from which young Captain Charles Lindbergh would address the throngs who came to cheer for him, 1927

22   Nellie Patterson by Carolus-Duran, Paris, 1901

23   Robert Sanderson McCormick, ca. 1901

24   Sketch by Cissy, ca. 1902

25   Sketch by Cissy, ca. 1902

26   One of Cissy’s self-portraits from Nellie Patterson’s scrapbook, ca. 1900

27   Count Josef Gizycki, 1867–1926

28   Self-portrait by Cissy, ca. 1900

29   The newlywed Count and Countess Gizycki, Novosielica, 1904

30   3000 Massachusetts Avenue, NW, residence of Ambassador and Mrs. Robert Sanderson McCormick

31   Twenty-two-month-old Countess Felicia Gizycka, Novosielica, July 1907

32   Joseph Medill Patterson and Robert Rutherford McCormick, Lake Forest, Illinois, 1907

33   From the San Antonio (Texas) Light, March 21, 1909

34   From the Olean (New York) Evening Times

35   The two Countesses Gizycka, August 1909

36   Mrs. Medill McCormick, Lake Forest Horse Show, 1907

37   Robert Rutherford McCormick, Onwentsia Club Horse Show, ca. 1907

38   Sunday Oregonian, October 8, 1916

39   The Countess Gizycka, 1913

40   Imperial German ambassador Count Johann Heinrich von Bernstorff, Chicago, 1914

41   Nellie Patterson with her granddaughter, Countess Felicia Gizycka, Newport, Rhode Island, ca. 1916

42   Cal Carrington, 1930s

43   Joseph Medill Patterson, Chicago, 1909

44   Joseph Medill Patterson, with his dog Billy, 1914

45   Medill McCormick, October 9, 1916

46   Felicia Gizycka, 1920s

47   “The Countess of Flat Creek,” 1920s

48   The Countess Gizycka hunting, 1920s

49   Rose Crabtree, 1940s

50   Cissy in the late 1920s

51   Newlyweds Mr. and Mrs. Drew Pearson, San Diego, California, March 1925

52   Mr. and Mrs. Elmer Schlesinger, August 8, 1925

53   Drew and Felicia Pearson, ca. 1926

54   Felicia Pearson, 1925

55   Drew at work in Asia, 1925

56   Felicia Pearson, 1925

57   Novelist Eleanor Gizycka, ca. 1925

58   Cissy in fancy dress, 1920s

59   Felicia Gizycka and Ellen Pearson, ca. 1930

60   1317–1321 H Street, NW, Washington, D.C., ca. 1930

61   “ANNOUNCEMENT,” Washington Herald, July 23, 1930

62   Cissy, Marion Davies, and William Randolph Hearst, 1930s

63   Eleanor Medill Patterson, December 1931

64   Ellen Pearson, Southampton, New York, 1929

65   Cissy Patterson with mechanical superintendent J. Irving Belt, 1930s

66   Jackie Martin and Cissy, 1930s

67   “CISSIE’S CIRCLE”: Town & Country magazine, April 1935

68   Cissy, 1940s

69   Cissy, Dower House stable, 1938

70   William Randolph Hearst, 15 Dupont Circle, April 1939

71   Cissy’s “Hen House,” 1940s

72   FDR memorandom with photo, 1938

73   Cissy’s holiday card, 1939

74   Cissy’s New Year’s greetings, 1941

75   Cissy and Joe Patterson, 15 Dupont Circle, late 1930s

76   Arthur Brisbane with his colleague, editor Walter Howey, 15 Dupont Circle, 1930s

77   William Randolph Hearst and T. J. White, 1930s

78   William Christian Bullitt, Jr., late 1930s

79   Doris Duke, 15 Dupont Circle, 1940s

80   Gwen Cafritz and J. Edgar Hoover, 1940s

81   Cal Carrington, 15 Dupont Circle, 1940s

82   Luvie Pearson, 1940s

83   Evie Robert, 1940s

84   Count Igor Cassini, Austine (“Bootsie”) McDonnell and Senator Arthur H. Vandenburg, 15 Dupont Circle, 1940s

85   Ambassador Warren Austin, Cissy Patterson, and Senator Burton Wheeler, Georgetown

86   Ellen Pearson, late 1930s

87   Cissy, early 1940s

88   Eleven-year-old Ellen Pearson and her mother, Felicia Gizycka, Dower House stable, 1937

89   Cissy, Dupont Circle, 1940s

90   Felicia Gizycka and her ex-husband, Drew Pearson, on Ellen Pearson’s and George Arnold’s wedding day, March 1946

91   Ellen Pearson weds George Arnold

92   Captain Joseph Medill Patterson’s burial at Arlington National Cemetery, May 1946

93   Cissy, 15 Dupont Circle, 1940s

94   Business manager Bill Shelton, mechanical superintendent J. Irving Belt, associate editor Frank Waldrop, advertising director Edmund F. Jewel, night managing editor Mason Peters, and circulation director Happy Robinson, 1948

95   The Washington Times-Herald’s supervising managing editor Mike Flynn, 1948

96   Frank Waldrop’s holiday card, following Cissy’s death




ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Like Blanche Dubois, the biographer has always depended upon the kindness of strangers. My research into the life of Cissy Patterson was responsible for introducing me to a host of people to whom I am deeply grateful for so generously sharing their time, their recollections, their mementos, their family letters and photographs, their expertise, and their assistance. I am especially indebted to Ellen Pearson Arnold, for the many hours she spent with me discussing her grandmother, her mother, and herself, for allowing me access to her family papers and photographs, and for giving me her permission to quote from those materials. I am extremely grateful also to Mrs. Arnold’s children, especially the Rev. Drew Pearson Arnold, for their assistance. Alice Arlen was very generous in providing me with her reflections, advice, and suggestions. Joseph Albright also lent valuable insight on such varied subjects as Flat Creek Ranch, its first owner, and Patterson family copyrights. Tyler Abell provided me not only with his memories of his godmother and her colorful circle but moreover with a view into her intertwined personal and professional relationships with his parents and stepfather. I will always be grateful to Andrew Waldrop not only for his unfailingly good company but also for his generosity in providing me with his recollections of his father, his father’s tempestuous boss, and the tenor of daily life at the Times-Herald at its height. Once again, I am indebted to Page Huidekoper Wilson for taking the time and care to enlighten me on the subject of another of her formidable employers. The late Oleg Cassini was kind enough to talk to me about his own family’s long association with Cissy Patterson. I am deeply grateful to Countess Felicia Gizycka’s editor Gene Downer, not only for his encouragement of my own writing and for furthering my understanding of his old friend, but moreover for his generosity in allowing me to quote from the unpublished work she entrusted to him after her death.

I am likewise indebted to Stacy A. Cordery for her unfailing enthusiasm, her advice and suggestions, and her insights into Alice Roosevelt Longworth’s relationship with Cissy Patterson. David Nasaw provided me with a wealth of information on William Randolph Hearst, the latter’s newspaper chain, and the outlandish, if supremely capable characters who made it run. Kristie Miller was extremely helpful on matters relating to the McCormick family and acted as a nexus for other fruitful sources and contacts. Earle F. Layser illuminated the murky past of Cissy’s friend Cal Carrington. Patti Layser provided new insights into Cissy’s unprecedented role as a woman in the annals of American sporting history. Carrie Beauchamp gave thoughtful suggestions and commentary on Adela Rogers St. Johns. The Reverend Sally Brown and David R. Brown were generous and forthcoming on the subjects of Marty Mann, her friendship with Felicia Gizycka, and the early history of the Alcoholics Anonymous movement. Frida Burling was instrumental in helping me to understand life in Georgetown during Franklin Roosevelt’s administration. I am particularly grateful to Ralph G. Martin for allowing me to make use of the papers and documents he compiled in the course of his investigations of Cissy Patterson. His interviews, particularly with members of both Cissy Patterson’s social circle and her Times-Herald staff (all but a few of whom had died in the three decades before I began my own research), were an invaluable resource for my work and in the aggregate create a vivid, madcap picture not only of the “damndest newspaper ever to hit the streets,” but of the press corps generally and, indeed, of the nation’s capital during the Depression and the Second World War.

I owe a particular debt of gratitude to Arthur H. Miller, Jr., archivist and librarian for Special Collections at Donnelley Library, for the tours that made Cissy and Felicia Gizycka’s Lake Forest come alive a century later. I am also extremely grateful to Mr. Miller for the invaluable assistance that he, Steve Vignocci, and the rest of the staff of Lake Forest College provided with the Patterson family papers, Nellie Patterson’s scrapbook, and the many images and drawings that the Joseph Medill Patterson Papers contain. Diane Gutenkauf and Eric Gillespie helped me immeasurably with the materials at the Colonel Robert Rutherford McCormick Research Center at Cantigny’s First Division Museum. Robert Ellis at the National Archives performed yeoman’s work in doggedly tracking down the many lawsuits in which Cissy Patterson and her salacious Times-Herald embroiled themselves during their ascendancy in Washington. Leigh Armstrong saved me countless hours and provided astute advice in locating a wealth of images from archives throughout the Chicago area. I am likewise deeply indebted to Victoria Kastner at the Hearst Castle; Charles Niles and Ryan Hendrickson at Boston University’s Howard Gotleib Archival Research Center; Bertram Lippincott III at the Newport Historical Society; Susan McElrath at American University; Nicolette A. Schneider, Syracuse University Library Special Collections Research Center; Maribell Moore at 15 Dupont Circle, the present-day Washington Club; Valerie Duball at Heritage Microfilm; Janet Stewart at Newsbank-Readex; Matthew C. Hanson at the FDR Library; Matthew T. Schaefer and Lynn Smith at the Hoover Library; Margaret Harman at the LBJ Library; Rob Medina at the Chicago History Museum; and Frank Bennack and Kevin J. McCauley at the Hearst Corporation.

The strange, sad tale of Felicia Gizycka’s kidnapping and return would have remained a mystery were it not for the invaluable assistance I received in locating the Chancellery for Receipt of Petitions file in the Rossiiskii Gosudarstvennyi Istoricheskii Arkhiv in St. Petersburg through Elena Tsvetkova and Kristin Nute at BLITZ. The work, advice, and kind suggestions of Professor Barbara Alpern Engel at the University of Colorado at Boulder made it possible to better understand the glimpse those documents permitted of the otherwise impenetrable activities and rulings of the Chancellery and its head, Baron Budberg, in the last years before the Russian Revolution. I am grateful to those who helped me make sense of the Babel of the primary documents I encountered in the course of my research: Sarah Schuchard for her German translations, Janah Putnam for her Polish translations, and, once again, Elena Tsvetkova for her Russian translations (the French translations—along with any inaccuracies they might contain—are my own). Dierdre Bair was extremely kind in suggesting sources for a closer examination of the relationship between Carl Jung and Joseph Medill’s grandchildren. Mary Knill’s speedy processing of previously unopened sections of the Drew Pearson Papers at the LBJ Library made possible a far closer examination of Cissy Patterson’s home and family life, intimate circle, and feuds than I had imagined possible at the outset of my research. Penelope Rowlands and John Michael White were very generous with their time, their suggestions, and their anecdotes regarding Carmel and T. J. White.

I am grateful to Raymonde Pozzolano at Words Unlimited, as well as to Matthew Hogan, Nancy Mehegan, Doug Peach, Brooke Smith, Leslie Smith, Natalie Tindall, Emily Venturato, Rob Verbsky, and Hayley Wynn for their help in illuminating, organizing, and making accessible the research materials I accumulated. I am also deeply indebted to Judith H. Lanius and Sharon C. Park for their generosity in allowing me to reprint the composite map of Dupont Circle that they originally created for their fascinating and informative essay, “Martha Wadsworth’s Mansion: The Gilded Age Comes to Dupont Circle.”

I would also like to thank those intelligent, insightful and long-suffering friends—Alison Schafer, Elizabeth Miller, Rebecca Nicolson, and Amelia Wooldridge—who were my first readers. Kate Chartener, I couldn’t have done it without you! (That’s the phrase, yes?) I would also like to thank Carter, Stephanie, and Sumner for enduring the research and writing process. I am grateful (as always) to Tina Bennett at Janklow & Nesbit for her assitance, advice, and support. I appreciate all of Carmen Johnson’s help at Knopf in preparing the manuscript for publication. Finally, most of all I would like to thank Vicky Wilson for her advice, support, and patience throughout the project—and for proving that once in a while, when one door closes another one really does open.


THE DESCENDANTS OF JOSEPH MEDILL
through 1948

[image: ]

Click here to view a larger image.


[image: ]

The Countess Gizycka, Chicago, 1909 (Illustration credit fm1.1)




PROLOGUE


When your grandmother gets raped,
put it on the front page



Our patience has come to a breaking point,” Chancellor Adolf Hitler bellowed in the frenzied crescendo of his address to the Reichstag on December 11, 1941: “a plan prepared by President Roosevelt has been revealed in the United States, according to which his intention was to attack Germany by 1943 with all of the resources at the disposal of the United States.” With his declaration of war that afternoon, Hitler did not awaken the sleeping American giant; rather, the führer took the first fateful stab at retribution after discovering its stealthy predawn preparations for battle. Indeed, for several years grim auguries had reached Berlin suggesting that Franklin Delano Roosevelt was perhaps less committed to American neutrality in the face of the conflicts raging across the globe than he publicly professed to be. Having long suspected the “insane” and “particularly despicable” president of the United States of promoting the “work of hatred and warmongering” throughout the world, Hitler had recently been presented with what he took to be irrefutable proof that his mistrust had been justified.

The führer was not alone in questioning the sincerity of the president’s long-expressed unwillingness to entangle the United States abroad. A week before the German declaration of war, eager to galvanize isolationist sentiment nationwide, two of the most stridently anti-administration members of the American press had jointly published, in their respective Chicago and Washington, D.C., newspapers, what appeared to be confirmation of their own fears that “President Roosevelt was lying the United States into war with Germany.” This “monumental scoop” not only consisted of excerpts of the leaked top-secret “Rainbow Five” plan, the army and navy’s joint estimate that the United States would be ready to launch its own multipronged assault on Germany by July 1943 but, perhaps even more damning, a copy of the president’s own letter ordering the assessment. The German embassy wasted no time in cabling a copy of these astounding revelations to Berlin upon the story’s publication in Washington on December 4, 1941. A week later, Hitler would bark to the Reichstag that, despite his many peacemaking efforts, the recently published proof of Roosevelt’s sneaking belligerence toward Germany left him no alternative but to declare war on the United States. On December 14, 1941, the German high command would present the führer with its radical strategic reassessments, based likewise on the “Anglo-Saxon war plans which became known through publication in the Washington Times-Herald.”

In November 1946, nearly half a decade after the Washington Times-Herald’s “Rainbow Five” revelations had been cabled to Berlin, Collier’s Weekly magazine would venture, “One day the movies will doubtless get around to filming the fabulous life of Eleanor Medill Patterson.” Earlier that fall, Eleanor Medill Patterson had been selected to fill the void left by the recent death of her brother, Joseph Medill Patterson, as chairman of the board of the New York Daily News. After launching the Daily News in 1919, Joe Patterson had made it not only the United States’ first viable tabloid, but the newspaper with the largest daily circulation of any—tabloid or broadsheet—in the nation and the widest Sunday circulation of any in the world. The choice of the late publisher’s sister had not been an exclusively sentimental one. In her own right, Eleanor Medill Patterson was already owner and publisher of the most widely read daily in the nation’s capital, the Washington Times-Herald, called by many, both inside and out of the profession, “the damndest newspaper to ever hit the streets.” According to popular journalistic axiom, the Pattersons, like their first cousin Colonel Robert Rutherford McCormick, had “printer’s ink blood.” Their grandfather, the firebrand abolitionist Joseph Medill, had been editor in chief and eventual principal owner of the Chicago Tribune from the tense years immediately preceding the Civil War until his death in 1899. By the mid-1940s, under nearly three decades of Colonel McCormick’s sanctimonious, anti-Roosevelt, isolationist direction, the Tribune had grown into the most widely read newspaper in the Midwest and the most widely circulated full-size daily in the nation. Eleanor Medill Patterson, as both the youngest and the only girl of her generation among fractious boys, had been her grandfather’s darling. As such, she had inherited a disproportionate share of Tribune Company stock and a considerable fortune. Bypassing Eleanor Roosevelt, Bess Truman, Clare Boothe Luce, Dorothy Schiff, Emily Post, and every other prominent American woman of the 1940s, Collier’s Weekly contended that with her patrimony, her own attainments, and her latest accolade, “Cissy Patterson—no one calls her Eleanor—is probably the most powerful woman in America.” It added, “And perhaps the most hated.”

.  .  .

Her pedigree notwithstanding, Cissy Patterson, the “everlasting problem child” of American journalism, had come to publishing shortly before her forty-ninth birthday, in 1930, with almost no practical journalistic or editorial experience. Indeed, what little formal education she had received in being “finished” at fashionable New England girls’ schools at the turn of the century had prepared her exclusively for a vocation of marriage and motherhood, and a place in society. Although striking as a young woman, moonfaced and pug-nosed with wide-set brown eyes, her looks had been too unconventional to have rendered her a beauty by the standards of the Belle Époque. Nevertheless, she was tall, graceful, and possessed of a superb figure, magnificent flame-colored hair, broad personal magnetism, and biting wit. Almost without exception, accounts written from Santa Barbara, California, to St. Petersburg, Russia, of the young Cissy Patterson record her unforgettable pantherlike grace.

The course of her early life might have been lifted from the pages of Henry James or Edith Wharton. Audacious and headstrong, over the objections of her family she had married Josef Gizycki, a Polish count with connections to the Austro-Hungarian and imperial Russian courts—as well as a history of incurring staggering debts and fathering illegitimate children. As predicted in the few cloudy forecasts that appeared among the otherwise glowing reports in the American press of the latest “brilliant international match” at the time of the Patterson-Gizycki wedding in 1904, the union ended unhappily. Cissy fled from her husband one night in the South of France, still bleeding from the beating he had given her, after fewer than four years of marriage. It would take another fretful eighteen months—as well as the intercession of President-elect Taft; the dowager Russian empress Maria Fedorovna; Tsar Nicholas II; European detectives; American, Austrian, French, and Russian lawyers; stealthy and sympathetic titled ladies and high-ranking imperial officials—before Gizycki would relinquish the couple’s nearly four-year-old daughter, whom he had kidnapped and hidden in the interim. Returning to the United States with her toddler and concluding the melodrama that readers on two continents had followed in fulsome press accounts for nearly two years, Countess Eleanor Gizycka found herself notorious and restless. After several false starts toward acting and writing fiction, she would be drawn irresistibly, like so many members of her family before her and after, to journalism.

On August 1, 1930, Cissy took over William Randolph Hearst’s foundering Washington (D.C.) Herald at the brokering of her friend and self-proclaimed “godfather in journalism,” columnist and editor Arthur Brisbane. In a single stroke, Hearst succeeded both in nettling his old enemies of the bloody Chicago circulation wars of the 1910s, Joseph Medill Patterson and Robert Rutherford McCormick, and in indulging those editorial ambitions that Cissy had long nursed—and that her brother and cousin had equally long dismissed. With his Herald running fifth in circulation among Washington’s six dailies during that first summer of the Depression, Hearst had little to lose. Indeed, as a mere publicity stunt, placing a woman at the helm might boost circulation somewhat, if only temporarily. Thus Mrs. Eleanor Medill Patterson (as Brisbane and Hearst suggested she rename herself) became the nation’s only woman editor in chief of a major metropolitan daily newspaper. Her negligible formal education notwithstanding, she had inherited or absorbed from her family an instinct for news and an affinity for controversy, as well as a rare gift for the alchemy required for developing what was to become a spectacularly successful newspaper.

In her on-the-job editorial education, she had tutors, allies, and enemies perhaps unmatched in the annals of American journalism, and she was a keen student. With the initial advice, diplomatic criticism, and gentle rebukes not only of Hearst but of Patterson and McCormick (now resigned to her editorial experiment), as well as some of their respective organizations’ most able staff members, Eleanor Medill Patterson made her way. To the surprise of all (especially the denizens of the Herald city room, who had greeted the lady editor’s arrival with eye rolling, guffaws, and the consolation that her tenure was at least likely to be short), within eighteen months the paper had dominated the Washington morning market. By 1936, the green editor-publisher had almost doubled its circulation.

With the Hearst empire on the verge of financial collapse by the end of the 1930s, Cissy Patterson fulfilled her long-held hope of owning her own newspaper and assisted her friend William Randolph Hearst by relieving him not only of his morning Herald, but also of the Herald’s evening sister paper, the Washington Times, in return for desperately needed cash. In 1939, she merged the two papers and took on the position, almost unprecedented in American history, as sole proprietor of a major metropolitan newspaper. With ten editions daily, the Washington Times-Herald had become the capital’s only round-the-clock paper. Over the course of her eighteen-year career in publishing, Cissy would take the lackluster Herald—“a chronic tail-ender in circulation and advertising,” as Newsweek put it—and transform it into the pugnacious, tattling, picture-packed Times-Herald, which was to hold a decisive and unassailable lead in the capital market during her lifetime. The effect of the merger in 1939 was “electric,” one veteran reporter remembered: “Washington went for the combined product like a trout for a fly.”

Although a standard-size newspaper, in its tone and preoccupations Cissy Patterson’s Times-Herald bore most of the other hallmarks of the smaller, newfangled picture tabloid that her brother had transplanted to New York from London in the aftermath of World War I. By 1945, her homegrown adaptation cleared more than $1 million in profit yearly.

The salacious round-the-clock daily led the local market not only in circulation and revenues, but also in the number and size of libel judgments rendered against it. In her constant efforts to keep the paper entertaining and to boost circulation, Cissy Patterson showed much of her brother’s legendary flair in devising countless beauty contests, giveaways, and publicity stunts. But it was her own capricious contributions that gave the paper much of its notorious bite and drew much of its readership.

Like her brother and cousin, Cissy Patterson was among the last generation of publishers to embody and purvey an unabashed personal journalism, whereby their own enthusiasms and prejudices engendered their papers’ editorial stances. Cissy Patterson’s brand of personal journalism was, if possible, even more personal than that of her relatives and cohorts. Over the course of her career she indulged a number of her piques by attacking in print old friends who had fallen away. Likewise, as her patience with Franklin Roosevelt and the New Deal wore thin—particularly as American intervention into the Second World War appeared increasingly likely—few members of the administration escaped the unrelenting excoriation of Washington’s most widely read local newspaper. For their own part, many New Dealers cherished their Times-Herald epithets as badges of honor.

By the time Collier’s suggested that Cissy Patterson was the most powerful and most hated woman in America, however, she was already past her zenith; the once puckish and truculent publisher was no longer herself. According to many of her friends and employees, she had grown unusually anxious about her health, about the state of her soul, about her estrangement from her daughter and granddaughter, about her belief that the Federal Bureau of Investigation had her under surveillance, about the imminence of her death. Most of all, she expressed distress about what would become of her beloved Times-Herald after she was gone.

As her fears for her safety mounted, by the summer of 1948 she insisted to indulgent, if surprised, friends and associates that if she were to die an untimely and peculiar death, they should suspect foul play. As mortality preyed upon her mind, her wishes for her posterity became a frequent topic of conversation. She regaled flabbergasted dinner guests with insistent talk of the terms of her current will, its provisions and bequests, its heirs and legatees, as well as any possible thoughts she had of changing it and why. Whisperings of the proposed changes, in turn, only intensified the toadyism, backbiting, bootlicking, and resentment among those who surrounded her. As one friend (and eventual legatee) put it, Cissy Patterson’s open talk of her will and the changes she considered making to it, allowed the members of her circle to “know when they were being favored and when they were cut out.” Determined finally to act, the publisher arranged for her lawyer, former senator Burton Wheeler, to begin discussing the changes she proposed making to her will, over dinner on Sunday, July 25, 1948.

As it happened, sometime during the night of July 24, 1948, Cissy Patterson met exactly the sort of untimely and peculiar end that she had feared. She would miss by fewer than twenty-four hours the dinner meeting she had scheduled with Wheeler; the new will she had spoken about so often to so many—including those who had most to lose by the changes she proposed—would never be drafted or signed. Her death, and her daughter’s subsequent legal challenge to the will presented for probate, would set in motion an uncanny series of events that would leave Washington spellbound (along with much of the rest of the nation, so lustily was the affair covered in the national press). The legal snarl over the estate would drag on from the early fall of 1948 into the winter of 1949 and entangle a broad and colorful cast of characters in skulduggery and misadventure of many sorts—among them illegal surveillance, witness intimidation, family feuds, burglary, destruction of evidence, and the deaths (themselves untimely and peculiar) of two witnesses who had agreed to attest under oath to the unsoundness of Cissy Patterson’s mind and the coercion to which she had been subjected at the time she made the will in question.

According to Time, which carried regular, bemused updates on the legal aftermath of the mercurial publisher’s death, “It was the kind of story that Eleanor Medill Patterson, who liked her news on the dramatic side, would have enjoyed telling—on someone else.” And yet, for all the charges that might justly have been leveled at her as a journalist and a human being in the final reckoning, the claim that she would have resented the sensational chronicle of her death as it was hawked on newsstands coast to coast, was not wholly accurate. She was part of a family whose journalistic proclivities and achievements were as singular as their own lives were momentous. The descendants of Joseph Medill, particularly those of Cissy Patterson’s generation—and particularly Cissy Patterson herself—had lived lives that made for exactly the sort of copy their respective newspapers clamored to cover. By any reckoning, she had fully and vividly lived out the Medill family’s editorial motto (at least in its spirit): “When your grandmother gets raped, put it on the front page.” From Cissy Patterson’s infancy and in her every role—debutante, champion equestrian, heiress, marriageable ingénue, countess, spurned wife, wronged mother, actress, gay divorcée, femme fatale, sophisticate, dude rancher, big-game hunter, novelist, reporter (occasionally undercover and in disguise), editor, publisher, animal rights activist, political gadfly, isolationist, alcoholic, embittered crone—she made news in every sense, both in international headlines and at the Washington Times-Herald, both in life and after death.



[image: ]

“Newspaper ink blood”: newspaper editor, militant abolitionist, and self-proclaimed progenitor of the fledgling Republican Party, Joseph Medill, in the 1850s (Illustration credit col3.1)




I

Elinor Josephine Patterson


Go west, young man



One winter night,” Joseph Medill would recall of the evening of February 22, 1844, “I saw a light on the Western horizon, distant seven miles, and a couple of hours later learned it was my father’s house and home which had made it, and there was no insurance.” Although there had been no loss of life, the conflagration and the devastation it wrought would utterly change young Medill’s situation, his prospects, and the course of his life—much as that Great Fire nearly three decades later would forever recast the fortunes of the extinguished prairie town of Chicago and the magisterial city that sprang from its ashes, with which Joseph Medill and his Tribune were to become so inextricably associated. Medill was not yet twenty-one in the winter of 1844; his plans to attend college were among the luxuries with which his family would be forced to dispense in the aftermath of the calamity. They “were left in no condition,” he remembered, “to pay the expenses of a college course, or even to spare my labors on the place, as my father was bedridden by inflammatory rheumatism.”

The ruined family farm, near the settlement of Massillon in Stark County, Ohio, some five miles from Canton, had not been Joseph Medill’s birthplace. Despite the ferocity with which he would later champion the preservation of the Union—by force and bloodshed if necessary—and demand unsparing retribution against those who had sought to sunder it, he had not been born on United States soil. Rather, he had entered the world near the town of St. Johns, on the then-uncertain border between New Brunswick, Canada, and northern Maine, on April 6, 1823. By delineating in perpetuity the disputed frontier in 1842, in a stroke the Webster-Ashburton Treaty relegated Medill’s birthplace to a colony of the abhorred Crown and disqualified the nineteen-year-old farm boy from ever becoming president of the United States.

A Belfast shipwright, Joseph Medill’s father, William Madill, had been raised in austere Presbyterianism. Madill married Margaret Corbett, the daughter of a captain of the English yeomanry, and a lifelong Methodist, in 1819. A woman who “read only sensible books,” Margaret Corbett Madill possessed a “vigorous and analytical mind.” She held “decided opinions on all subjects that interested her” and would be noted until the end of her eighty-seven years for her “sterling moral qualities and inflexible adherence to convictions of duty and right.” Almost immediately after their wedding, the young couple cast off the yoke of monarchy and sailed west from their native northern Ireland to the New World, changing the spelling of their surname upon arrival. They would impart to their American children their intelligence, their rigor, their unbending righteousness, and with these characteristics, perhaps, some vestige of unquiet Ulster, the site and source of so many centuries of bloody strife. Although the Medills had landed and established themselves first in New Brunswick, they moved their growing family to the farm outside Canton, Ohio, in 1832. Redheaded Joseph Meharry Medill was the eldest of the nine children that his mother, “a little more than twenty years my senior,” was to deliver. Of these, four boys and two girls would survive to adulthood.

What little formal education Joseph Medill obtained “came by self-denial and application.” The Medill children attended the Massillon Village Academy during the winter months, but the eldest, a voracious reader with an aptitude for composition, supplemented his education with the help of a well-disposed Quaker neighbor with a good library. After school and chores, Medill walked the three miles to the neighboring farm to return the latest volume he had consumed, borrow another, and walk the three miles home again. On Saturdays he made his way to Canton to take additional instruction from a local minister in mathematics, Latin, natural law, and the sciences. He read extensively in history, philosophy, and literature and developed a particular admiration for both Benjamin Franklin’s works (as well as for the man himself) and Edward Gibbon’s Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire. If the former provided Medill with something of the pattern for the self-made man he was becoming, the latter inculcated in him a lifelong reverence for Roman order and centralized republican government.

In addition to these pursuits, the teenaged Medill became an avid reader of Horace Greeley’s recently launched New York Tribune. With a lively intellect, a broad-ranging curiosity, and an inclination for radical politics, Greeley had thrown himself with gusto into the reform movements and iconoclastic fads of the mid-nineteenth century—vegetarianism, utopianism, Fourierist socialism, abolitionism, and many others. The Tribune, New York City’s leading Whig daily, grew to be the most influential newspaper in the nation. Greeley would become a legendary mentor to younger journalistic talent; those he cultivated came not only from the Northeast but from the far-flung states and territories, and indeed from abroad as well. Over the course of its existence the New York Tribune would host an admirable and heterogeneous succession of associate editors and correspondents, Charles Anderson Dana, Margaret Fuller, George Ripley, and, briefly, Karl Marx among them. The collective efforts of hundreds like young Joseph Medill, who helped organize local readers’ groups and sold subscriptions to earn pocket money, ensured that the weekly edition of that legendary “Journal of Politics, Literature and General Intelligence” would be read by tens of thousands before their copies were passed along to still larger numbers of readers in the remotest reaches of the growing Republic.

Although the scholar’s hopes of continuing his education in college had, in effect, gone up in flames, Medill adapted his accustomed academic practices to the study of law, in pursuit of a career that might eventually support him and his family. About once a month through 1845 and 1846 he walked into Canton to the law offices of Hiram Griswold, an eminence in local Whig circles, to return the law books he had recently finished studying, pick up new ones, and submit himself for recitation and examination. To help earn a living in the meantime, he sought to capitalize on his hard-won educational attainments by teaching school.

While teaching proved to be not only badly paid, but thankless, stultifying, and occasionally violent, it had introduced the handsome red-headed schoolmaster and aspiring lawyer to a pretty redheaded pupil eight years his junior, from New Philadelphia, in neighboring Tuscarawas County, Ohio. Like her admirer, Katherine Patrick was the daughter of an Ulsterman. James Patrick was a former associate judge of the court of common pleas, the local Indian agent and land commissioner, an elder of the Presbyterian church, a local Whig grandee, and editor and publisher of the county’s first newspaper, the Tuscarawas Chronicle. He had come to New Philadelphia to become a publisher in his own right after working as a printer and compositor in Norfolk, New York. Although Judge Patrick desperately missed the comparative cultivation of Belfast, stubbornly retaining a vestigial elegance of dress and expression into old age, he had endured the discomforts of the prairie because he had fallen in love with beautiful Katherine Westfall. After bearing him six children she died when her youngest (and her namesake) was a year old.

Little Katherine Patrick, “Kitty,” would be reared largely by two older sisters. All of the Patrick children would remain close throughout their lives, united in fear of their father’s awesome temper. Judge Patrick had brought the children into the family business by teaching them composition and typesetting, but it was his youngest, according to family lore, who was being groomed to remain with him as “the comfort of his old age.” That is, until young Joseph Medill began to take an interest in newspapers, composition, and typesetting, and came to spend a growing portion of his scant leisure time at the Tuscarawas Chronicle office, learning the craft under Kitty’s direction—and the dubious eye of her father. When the proposal came, Judge Patrick had no intention of allowing her to marry the son of a ruined farmer, whose own prospects were at best uncertain. But he was also unwilling to inflame youthful passion to the recklessness of elopement by responding with a flat no. Instead he demurred: the couple would be permitted to marry in the (unlikely) event that the prospective bridegroom should earn enough money to comfortably support a wife and family. “That,” Judge Patrick estimated complacently, “would settle it.”

Family lore notwithstanding, in old age Medill informed the Chicago Daily News that he had learned the rudiments of his craft not from his sweetheart at the Tuscarawas Chronicle, but from his friend J. T. Elliott, publisher of New Philadelphia’s only other newspaper and the Chronicle’s bitter rival. Hearing Elliott complain that the paper was short-staffed, Medill, still juggling legal studies with pedagogical duties but curious about publishing, offered to pay his own board in return for “the privilege of being taught.” The work absorbed him. “Elliott had me grind off his papers and ink the rollers and set type, and, in short, I hustled for him in every sense of the word.” It was as this point, Medill claimed almost half a century later (still resentful of Judge Patrick’s snub), that the management of the Tuscarawas Chronicle “got mad and sent for me, declaring that it was only fair that I come and help them out.” Not only did he effectively turn out both of New Philadelphia’s rival papers, Medill professed, but over the coming months both publications would extend his duties to include drafting and typesetting editorials as well. “Well, I worked all that winter and by the time half a year had rolled away was something of a printer. I could set type in good shape, do a fairly good piece of job work, and understood much of the inner workings of a newspaper office,” he recalled. “I liked it, and what I had taken up in fun proved to be my life work afterward.”

Finishing his legal training in Canton in November 1846, Medill was examined and admitted to the Ohio bar. The following spring he entered into a law partnership, hung out his shingle, and began to practice in the county seat, New Philadelphia. Given William Medill’s declining health, much of the responsibility for the younger Medill children had devolved to the eldest son. In an effort to establish his brothers in a career, Joseph Medill took a step that changed the direction not only of their lives but of his own as well. With some understanding of newspaper production, he conceived the idea of taking a year’s leave of absence from his law partnership, buying a newspaper, setting his brothers up in business, and teaching them what he knew. In 1849, with a loan of $5001 that his infirm father had managed to scrape together, Medill bought the weekly Democratic Whig in neighboring Coshocton County. Then he established himself as editor. With his brothers he arrived at an arrangement much like his own earlier agreement with Elliott. They would be, in effect, unpaid apprentices, in exchange for his instruction in their new craft. Mindful of the Roman civic virtues that had captivated him since boyhood, Medill then renamed the paper the Coshocton Republican.

Despite the change of name, the newspaper would reaffirm its Whig connections while repudiating any previous association with the Democratic Party. Under its new editorship the paper’s relentless denunciations of slavery goaded local Whigs and Free Soilers to coalesce; the county Democratic Party suffered its first defeats at the ballot box as a result. Medill found himself called out frequently to answer for his incendiary editorial stances, occasionally with his fists. Bodily injury notwithstanding, the Coshocton Republican not only afforded Medill a platform on which to reinforce his journalistic inclinations, but presented him with a bullhorn for his political convictions.

One year’s leave of absence from the practice of law turned to two; at the end of his second year at the Coshocton Republican, Medill would recall, “I was launched for life on a newspaper career.” Propitiously, at that moment, a buyer in search of a country newspaper appeared bearing a letter for Medill from the editor of the Whig New York Tribune, Horace Greeley, who had taken notice of his younger colleague’s journalistic and political exertions. Medill sold the buyer the Coshocton Republican “at a fairly good price,” uprooted his siblings and parents, and made for Cleveland, which had grown prosperous and elegant in the two decades since the opening of the Ohio and Erie Canal. Ever watchful for far-flung and like-minded journalistic talent, Horace Greeley engaged Medill as the New York Tribune’s correspondent in the Western Reserve and came to know the young journalist personally on his visits west. In the meantime, when the Medills discovered that Cleveland was already home to two anti-slavery evening newspapers—one Whig, the other Free Soil—the brothers made their first foray into daily (or, more specifically, morning) newspaper publishing with the launch of the Daily Forest City in the spring of 1852.

In establishing the Forest City Medill had committed the proceeds from the Coshocton Republican and borrowed more money from old friends and associates. As he approached the age of thirty, he was not rich or even solvent. His editorial and political successes had reinforced his native unwillingness to compromise (at the expense, perhaps, of jocularity). He had not forgotten pretty, auburn-haired Kitty Patrick back in New Philadelphia—or the obstacles Judge Patrick had laid on the path to matrimony. According to the story handed down in Cissy Patterson’s branch of the family, having waited three years, Medill returned to New Philadelphia to claim his bride. With a grim authoritarian streak and a temper to equal his prospective son-in-law’s, Judge Patrick was furious, and the two men argued. On September 2, 1852, the young lovers married nevertheless. Judge Patrick refused to visit the couple afterward; Medill refused to correspond with his father-in-law for a decade. Considering the situation from more than a century’s distance, one descendant maintained that in leaving her father for her husband, Katherine Patrick Medill had merely substituted one tyrant for another.

However despotic Medill might have been domestically, he devoted his editorial and political energies increasingly to the overthrow of oppression. “The honor of giving birth to the Republican Party ought to be divided between Steve Douglas and myself,” he chortled later on the subject of the Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854, its most notorious architect, Democratic senator Stephen A. Douglas of Illinois, and his own role in the political aftermath: “I began by preaching the death of the Whig party in my little Whig paper; Douglas hastened it by pulling down the bars and letting the South into the free territory.”

While waging the battle for Katherine Patrick in New Philadelphia, Medill had been engaged on a second front in Cleveland, attempting to build upon the twin editorial and political triumphs he had engineered on a small scale back in Coshocton County. In the election of 1852 the Forest City exhorted Ohio’s Whigs and Free Soilers to join in supporting both the Whig platform and the party’s candidate, Mexican War hero General Winfield Scott. Scott’s ignominious loss (by some thirty thousand votes in Ohio alone, despite Medill’s vigorous efforts) to the dark horse Democratic candidate, Franklin Pierce, and the national calamities that were to follow under the latter’s administration, however, had set in motion the fracture of the old Whig Party.

Stung personally by the defeat, over the course of the next several years Medill began corresponding with prominent figures across the country who were still in sympathy with the old Whig ideals, asking their support in the formation of a new “National Republican Party”; among them was Horace Greeley, who lent tepid encouragement. In the meantime, Medill merged the Daily Forest City with another of Cleveland’s anti-slavery sheets to produce the Cleveland Morning Leader in March 1854. Later that month, while the debate raged in Congress over the Kansas-Nebraska Act, which threatened to allow slavery to extend to territories where it had been expressly forbidden since the enactment of the Missouri Compromise in 1820, Medill called a clandestine meeting of his more enthusiastic Ohio correspondents at the Leader’s offices to discuss his party proposals. The small and motley group that assembled consisted of some twenty assorted Whigs and Free Soilers—as well as a few more recent converts to the cause, liberal Democrats—all united in outrage and alarm at Senator Douglas’s pending bill. The meeting at the Leader’s offices was not the first of its kind; swelling outrage over the threatened passage of the Kansas-Nebraska legislation had given rise to a number of similar convocations both large and small throughout the Northeast and Midwest in the winter and spring of 1854. Nevertheless, Medill would ever afterward jealously maintain that it was he who had named the resulting coalition that would in turn transform the American political landscape. After considerable palaver at the Leader’s offices regarding the proposed party’s name and somewhat less regarding its platform, a fledgling political movement rose from the ashes of the old Whig Party. Its mission was unequivocal: “No more slave states; no more slave territory; resistance to pro-slavery aggression; slavery is sectional; liberty is national.” The new coalition agreed to adopt Joseph Medill’s suggested title, the “National Republican Party.” The name at once invoked Thomas Jefferson’s earlier party of that name and trumpeted both its antagonism to entrenched, aristocratic oppression and its commitment to centralized constitutional government in the face of increasingly militant calls for states’ rights.

Captain J. D. Webster, of the coarse, bustling, seasonally pestilential prairie town of Chicago, owned an interest in that city’s Daily Tribune, one of the local news sheets that was both hostile to slavery and the Democratic Party on the one hand and almost pugilistic in its Know-Nothing nativism, especially toward Catholics and immigrants, on the other. In the course of the coming decade, Webster would rise to a general’s rank and serve as Ulysses S. Grant’s chief of staff at Shiloh, but in the winter of 1854–55, he was a newspaperman in search of a managing editor. Having heard of the politically active publisher of the Cleveland Morning Leader, Webster invited Medill to visit Chicago and offered him the position. Now the father of a toddler and expecting Kitty to give birth to the couple’s second child any day, Medill was uncertain but intrigued. After returning home to Cleveland, he received another of Horace Greeley’s portentous letters. It was not (as sometimes claimed, especially by early histories of the Chicago Tribune and Medill descendants) in fact Joseph Medill to whom Horace Greeley addressed his famous mandate to “go west, young man, and grow up with the country.” Nor was it, in fact, Greeley who originated the phrase that has come to associate him so closely with the optimistic expansionism of the young republic. Nevertheless, the dictum captures the import of the letter Medill received in the winter of 1855, in which Greeley urged him to launch a penny paper in the bumptious, expanding city of Chicago with one Dr. Charles H. Ray. Another young midwestern newspaperman of whose talents and political activities Greeley had taken notice, Ray had put medicine aside in order to edit the Democratic, vehemently anti-slavery Galena, Illinois, Jeffersonian. In March 1855, the two editors met in Chicago in the rotunda of the old Tremont House. Launching a new newspaper would be considerably more expensive than buying a going concern, they soon discovered, and the two turned their attentions to the foundering Chicago Daily Tribune. In the late spring of 1855, go west Medill did, with his young wife, his two baby daughters, and, as ever, his three journalist brothers, to Chicago.

“Were you ever scooped very bad?” a young reporter asked Joseph Medill in 1890. Reflecting on his more than fifty years in journalism, during which he had “done everything but work the foot-press,” Medill smiled nostalgically, and conceded, “I was once scooped awfully, and I have regretted it to this day.” Having abandoned the “finished elegance” of Cleveland for the “turmoil of the prairie metropolis built on a quagmire,” Medill purchased a one-third interest in the Chicago Daily Tribune in June 1855, and became managing editor and superintendent of editorial. As such, he was to oversee the paper’s mechanical, advertising, circulation, and news-gathering departments. Shortly afterward, Ray bought a one-quarter share, and, as agreed with his new partner, became editor in chief. Later still, Alfred Cowles, who had come from the Leader with Medill to serve as the Tribune’s bookkeeper, would buy another third. The previous proprietors retained the remaining fraction. Beyond Chicago, the passage of the Kansas-Nebraska Act in May 1854 had given rise in effect to bloody civil war in the new state of Kansas, which in turn had inflamed sectional tensions nationally, redoubling the truculence of slavery’s proponents while galvanizing passive anti-slavery sentiment and radicalizing established abolitionists. Both of the Tribune’s new editors continued or, indeed, intensified their personal and editorial political exertions in Chicago. Under its new management, the Tribune’s increasingly strident anti-slavery message found a more receptive audience. In addition to his editorial duties at the Tribune, Medill took up the mantle of Washington correspondent in the spring of 1856 but returned to Illinois to serve both as an official delegate and as the paper’s correspondent to the Illinois Anti-Nebraska (or proto-Republican) convention in Bloomington on May 29.

There, as the Illinois State Journal recorded it, an outlandish convocation of old-time Whigs, newly minted Republicans, disgruntled Democrats, Know-Nothings, and immigrants, “laying aside all party differences, united together [in Bloomington] in one common brotherhood to war against the allied forces of nullification, disunion, slavery propagandism, ruffianism, and gag law, which make up the present administration party of the country.” During a lull in the assembly’s proceedings, the crowd began clamoring for an observer who had been spotted in the obscurity at the back of Major’s Hall. “Much against his will,” the figure, gaunt and unprepossessing, was pushed forward to the dais amidst cheers and hurrahs. From there, he considered the crowd soulfully for a moment before putting on his glasses but, having no prepared text, took them off again. At last he broke the expectant silence by addressing the motley conventioneers in a nearly inaudible falsetto. “Seems to me,” Medill muttered to his colleague, John Locke Scripps of the Chicago Democratic Press, “with so many brilliant men in the hall they might have called on a better man to talk.” Having long brooded on his subject, however, at the podium Abraham Lincoln came into his own, speaking increasingly clearly and beginning to “look a foot taller” as he “shook himself loose and spoke his feelings from the heart.” Lincoln heaped infamy on the insatiable aggression of “Southern slave power,” denounced its groveling Northern abettors for allowing slavery to blight the once-free Northwestern prairies and called upon all friends of liberty to resist unto death. Throughout the oration Lincoln held his listeners spellbound; his audience was alternatively “dumbfounded, overcome by his eloquence,” and repeatedly lifted to its feet, hats aloft, in frenzied concurrence. After closing, the Springfield lawyer and former congressman sat down quietly. The assembly breathed a general sigh and then rose again to shake the building to its rafters with prolonged, thunderous cheering.

Coming to his senses, Medill looked down to realize that he had taken no notes. “I had been so charmed,” he remembered, “that I forgot my business and had listened to the man without being able to write a word.” When he asked to see Scripps’s notes, he found that his colleague had been similarly overpowered. The experience was universal among reporters who had come to cover the convention. Over the ensuing nine years, many who were present that day would become connoisseurs of Lincoln’s enthralling oratorical powers, and many would continue to regard the Bloomington speech, though uncharacteristically belligerent, as his finest. That no verbatim copy of the oration ever came into being is an indication of the reverence in which the assembled reporters held it; to a man, they disavowed the time-worn, corner-cutting practice of filing a half-remembered paraphrase before the deadline. Still emerging the next morning from the effects of the spell Lincoln had cast, all of them filed late and even then, in effect, honored the oration by submitting only cursory descriptions for publication and posterity. “Every other newspaperman was scooped on the same thing, ” Medill chuckled half a century afterward, “so I have that consolation.”

Under its new management, the Daily Tribune abandoned (for the most part) its former Know-Nothing xenophobia. Instead it took up the causes of extolling the virtues of temperance and abolitionism and furthering the interests of burgeoning Chicago and the new Republican Party. As sectional tensions flared over the course of the late 1850s, the paper also advocated the preservation of the Union, even at the cost of bloodshed. As at their previous newspapers, Ray and Medill championed political candidates who reflected their aspirations for the Republic and castigated those who did not. Both men attended the Illinois Republican Convention in Springfield in June 1858. Charles Ray was instrumental in securing Abraham Lincoln’s unanimous nomination as the challenger for Stephen Douglas’s Senate seat. Joseph Medill would not be scooped a second time; copies of the nominee’s momentous acceptance speech, echoing the Gospel of Matthew in reminding the assembly that “a house divided against itself cannot stand,” were supplied to the press.

If Abraham Lincoln’s fortunes appeared to be rising, the Chicago Daily Tribune’s were not. Immediately after the Illinois Republican Convention, on July 1, 1858, the inevitable came to pass: hard-hit by the Panic of 1857, Medill and Ray were forced to merge their Tribune with “Deacon” William Bross and John Locke Scripps’s like-minded Democratic Press. The Chicago Daily Press and Tribune had been established, Medill and Ray contended in one of the last editions of the old Tribune, “to put an end to the expensive rivalry which has heretofore been kept up; to lay the foundations deep and strong of a public journal, which will become one of the established institutions of Chicago; to enable us to combat more powerfully, and, we trust, more successfully, public abuses; to give us a wider influence in public affairs, in behalf of sound morality and a just Government.” Making no pretense of objectivity, the Daily Press and Tribune would champion from its very first issue the Republican Party and its nominee for the United States Senate from Illinois.

The nation watched the 1858 Illinois Senate race with bated breath. Much as Lincoln and Douglas faced off brutally in their seven debates across the state from late August to mid-October, so too did their journalistic partisans. Initiating a practice that would become commonplace afterward, Chicago editors dispatched reporters to travel with the candidates. Republican sheets allowed slips of the tongue and scribal errors to go uncorrected in the texts of Douglas’s remarks while perfecting any shortcomings in Lincoln’s; Democratic newspapers practiced the reverse tactic. Once published in Chicago, the full texts of the debates (complete with sectional redactions) were reprinted nationwide. Unencumbered by the “old western style” rules of debate to which their respective Senate candidates had agreed, the Republican Party organ, the newly formed Chicago Daily Press and Tribune, and the Democratic Chicago Times faced off in a journalistic free-for-all of hyperbole, sneering, denunciation, outrage, finger-pointing, and vilification of the opposing candidate, his positions, his supporters and his proponents in the press. In November, Douglas would be returned to Washington by a narrow margin, but throughout the North newly elected Republicans made ready to meet him there. Abraham Lincoln had become a figure of national standing, and the Chicago Daily Press and Tribune began to set its sights on the election of 1860.

Despite the recent merger, the editors of the Press and Tribune found themselves facing bankruptcy. They remained of a single mind with regard to their candidate nevertheless, going deeper into debt in order to continue to print special cheap campaign editions, provide staffing at the debates and at Lincoln’s subsequent speeches and appearances, and send speakers to rally interest and support in uncertain districts. Over the coming two years, the partners managed to cajole their creditors to extend their obligations. Much of their debt had resulted from the recent purchase of a state-of-the-art four-cylinder steam rotary press. Steep cost-cutting measures and rising circulation allowed them to arrive at solvency earlier than expected, and as the general election approached the Press and Tribune began to prosper.

Over the same period, Medill spent crowded weeks at a time in Washington, not only as the Press and Tribune’s correspondent, but also in extolling to fellow partisans the manifold virtues both of Abraham Lincoln as a presidential candidate and of Chicago as the ideal site for the upcoming Republican convention. Although he prepared daily dispatches for publication, evidently Medill wrote far less frequently to Kitty, whom he had left at home with the couple’s two petulant little girls. After her own subservient girlhood in the backwater of New Philadelphia, Kitty had loved gracious Cleveland and regretted leaving it for teeming, cholera-ridden Chicago. Ever after, she would be plagued by respiratory complaints (psychosomatic, one descendant suspected). “It is pleasant to know one is not forgotten,” she sniffed in response to one of her husband’s letters from Washington. “For pity’s sakes, don’t write the office that you plan to stay for six or eight weeks, my beloved,” she added, and closed by demanding, “Are you demented?”

In February 1860 the editors of the Chicago Press and Tribune endorsed Abraham Lincoln as their Republican candidate for the presidency. In mid-May the Republican Party duly convened in Chicago in the gigantic pine-board “Wigwam,” constructed for the purpose on Market Street to accommodate as many as ten thousand. In its efforts to tilt the field in favor of Abraham Lincoln (and against the other principal contender, New York’s former governor William Seward), the local party machinery adopted the no-holds-barred approach that would come to typify Chicago politics. Lincoln boosters from around the state received discounted railway tickets to Chicago, illegitimate floor passes to the Wigwam, and strict instructions to assemble there early on the morning of May 18, before the balloting began. As the delegates from the various states, the out-of-town conventioneers, and, of course, the candidates and their supporters arrived at the Wigwam later that day, they found themselves greeted by the muffled hoots and roars of Illinois’s Lincoln zealots, already packed quite literally to the rafters, within. Joseph Medill combined his official charge of arranging the delegates’ seating plan with the backroom undertaking that Lincoln’s strategists had entrusted to him. In an effort to keep doubtful states “as far outside of the sphere of [New York’s] influence as possible,” he banished Seward’s partisans to a Siberian corner of the Wigwam, surrounded on all sides by like-minded delegations. At the extreme opposite end of the vast hall, Medill shipwrecked undecided Pennsylvania in a raging sea of Lincoln devotees, who were certain not only to sweep the delegation up in their ebullience for Honest Abe but, for good measure, to drown out any pro-Seward sentiment that might reach the undecided from the distant dais. “It was the meanest political trick I ever had a hand in in my life,” Medill would chuckle later.

Pennsylvania duly broke for Lincoln on the second ballot. After his masterful seating of delegates, Medill’s own seating came to be of paramount importance in clinching the nomination. As Medill remembered and recounted events for posterity, he made his way over to the pivotal Ohio delegation and installed himself among some old friends to do a little “missionary work” on Lincoln’s behalf. One Ohioan took exception to the Illinois evangelist’s presence, attempted unceremoniously to shoo him away, and made loud, disparaging remarks about his candidate for the rest of the delegation to hear. Playing for time, Medill refused to leave. His old friends came to his defense as the third ballot voting wore on. As hoped, “a nice little argument” resulted and Medill stayed. When Lincoln had 231½ votes, with 233 needed for the nomination, Medill made his move. With no authority to make deals, he leaned over to the delegation’s unofficial chairman, former congressman David Cartter (who had earlier that day nominated the former Ohio senator and governor, Salmon P. Chase), and whispered with practiced sincerity, “Now is your time. If you can throw the Ohio vote for Lincoln, Chase can have anything he wants.” Cartter, whose speech impediment grew more pronounced under stress, scanned Medill’s face dubiously, demanding, “H-how d-d’ye know?” “I know,” Medill assured him without blinking, “and I wouldn’t promise if I didn’t.” With that, Cartter conferred with several of his delegates, clambered unsteadily onto a chair, and attempted to make himself heard above the din. “Mr. Chairman!” he spluttered, “I-I-I a-arise to announce a ch-change of f-f-four votes, f-f-from Mr. Chase to Mr. Lincoln.” According to the next day’s account in the Chicago Press and Tribune, once the Illinois native son had been thus pushed over the top, the Wigwam became the scene of “delirious cheers, the Babel of joy and excitement … stout men wept like children,” and the cannon on the structure’s roof thundered the news to the anxious crowd outside.

The Press and Tribune and its joint owners and publishers redoubled their Lincoln offensive in the months remaining before the November election. John Scripps, now the Press and Tribune’s senior editor, wrote an extensive biography of the Republican candidate, which the paper itself would reprint as one of more than a dozen pamphlets it contributed to the campaign, and which would in turn appear repeatedly in one form or another over the coming months, purloined, in newspapers throughout the North. Joseph Medill traveled east, reprising his role of evangelist and attempting to mollify and convert former Whig and recently Republican colleagues in the press who were disgruntled by Lincoln’s nomination. In addition to the Press and Tribune’s growing coverage of growing Chicago’s affairs, serializations that had expanded to include the works of Charles Dickens and Ralph Waldo Emerson, thrilling crime and disaster coverage, foreign dispatches, ladies’ columns, book reviews, farming and gardening tips, travel features and poetry, the paper continued to trumpet the Republican Party platform and, increasingly, militant preservation of the Union. The Press and Tribune resumed, or rather continued, the journalistic dogfight with the Chicago Times that dated from the Illinois Senate race of 1858. The Times’s new owner—the Virginia-born multimillionaire and Cook County Democratic Party chairman, Cyrus McCormick, whose avowed agenda it was to promote the candidates of the fracturing Democratic Party (including, at various times, himself), calumniate their Republican opponents, and rout “that dirty sheet” the Press and Tribune—was delighted to continue hostilities through the election and on into secession, bloody civil war, and Reconstruction.

In November 1860 the Press and Tribune began to be published again as the Chicago Tribune. As the Union disintegrated, Chicago, by contrast, prospered along with the paper, which took a decided step toward indissolubility. On February 18, 1861, ten days after the ratification of the Constitution of the Confederate States of America in Montgomery, Alabama, the Illinois state legislature incorporated the Tribune Company by special act. Of the 2,000 shares issued at a par value of $100 per share,2 Medill and Bross purchased 430 each, Scripps and Ray 420 each, and Cowles 300.

Southern secession in the wake of Lincoln’s victory came as little surprise. The Tribune continued for the most part to support the president throughout his administration despite its editorial impatience not only with the deliberate pace of his initiatives but also with his exasperating moderation. The paper clamored for intensification of the war effort, conscription, and ensuring the right to vote to Union soldiers far from home. When Dr. Ray resigned as editor in chief in 1863, Medill became his successor. Under Medill’s direction, during the last years of the war the Tribune boasted the largest number of war correspondents in the West. The midwestern public devoured their vivid accounts from the fronts (alongside reports on the perfidies of Confederate “Secessia”), complete with extensive maps and illustrations. The paper led a variety of patriotic drives for the recruitment and equipping of troops, initiatives to boost civilian volunteerism (in which Kitty Medill participated heartily), and solicitations not only to fund medical supplies and tented mobile hospital units, but also to provide aid to Union soldiers and sailors.

Under Medill’s editorship, the Tribune brooked no contradiction, and persecuted any dissenters from its orthodoxies. With the commencement of hostilities, the paper’s unrelenting antebellum animus toward slaveholders, Southerners, unapologetic Democrats, and “doughfaces” generally found its wartime targets neatly united in the Confederacy. Nearer at hand, the paper set its sights on “Copperheads,” the rebels’ Northern Democratic peace-peddling sympathizers, their leaders, their candidates, their supporters, and, as usual, their local organ, Cyrus McCormick’s detested Chicago Times. The better angels of Medill’s nature were avenging rather than reconciliatory. Under his command, the Tribune badgered Lincoln early and relentlessly for emancipation, confiscation of Southern property, and the recruiting and arming of emancipated slaves. In the aftermath of Lee’s surrender at Appomattox, Medill rebuffed any suggestion of malice toward none or charity for all. For Confederate president Jefferson Davis, he demanded summary execution; for General Robert E. Lee, prison and hard labor. Having lost two of his brothers in the conflict, for “the cruel vindictive millions who starved to death with devilish malice 25,000 of our brave Patriotic sons and brothers,” Medill spat, there could be “no forgiveness … on this side of the grave.”

At the time of their consolidation in 1858, the Chicago Daily Tribune and the Democratic Press each had a daily circulation of about 4,000. By the time of Lincoln’s inauguration, the Press and Tribune’s circulation had risen to 18,000. With Medill as editor in chief, the paper continued to grow dramatically. On May 12, 1864, the Chicago Tribune proclaimed that the previous day’s run of 40,000 had completely sold out, boasting that the figure was “probably greater than the combined circulation of all the other daily papers in Chicago.” As a means of flaunting the imminent arrival of its new, $30,000 eight-cylinder press with an hourly capacity of some 16,000 sheets, the Tribune apologized to its readership that, although pushed to maximum capacity, its six-year-old four-cylinder press had been unable to meet that morning’s demand of an estimated 50,000 newspapers.3

CHEER UP.


In the midst of a calamity without parallel in the world’s history, looking upon the ashes of thirty years’ accumulations, the people of this once beautiful city have resolved that CHICAGO SHALL RISE AGAIN.

—CHICAGO TRIBUNE, OCTOBER 11, 1871



Medill’s wartime tenure as editor in chief of the Chicago Tribune had been short-lived. In April 1865, John Scripps had left the partnership and sold his 420 shares to the paper’s Washington correspondent, Horace White, who was already a minor stockholder. Discord among the partners—much of it the result of Medill’s temperamental and editorial obstinacy—conspired with the new balance of power to unseat Medill as editor in chief in favor of White in August 1866. Although Medill continued as the paper’s nominal superintendent of editorial under these awkward circumstances, he had been neutralized. Still fierce, in middle age his vigor had been diminished by the rheumatism he had inherited from his father, the encroachment of which had been hastened by the aftereffects of the many blows, literal and figurative, that he had given and received over the course of his newspaper career. Growing deaf, he wielded a daunting black hearing trumpet with withering passive aggression. With little ability to influence political affairs through his cherished Tribune, he involved himself more directly in politics. In 1869, as the Chicago Tribune left its home of fifteen years on Clark Street for improved, fireproof headquarters on the corner of Madison and Dearborn, Joseph Medill became a delegate to the Illinois Constitutional Convention. Two years later, he accepted President Grant’s appointment to the first Civil Service Commission and ran an unsuccessful campaign for the Illinois Republican Party’s nomination to Congress.

The summer of 1871 had been preternaturally dry and windy in the Midwest. Lagging hopelessly behind demand, construction in Chicago over the previous three decades had been vast, slipshod, and almost entirely wooden. Only seventeen horse-drawn engines and 185 firemen stood ready to protect the city’s 334,000 inhabitants, who were dispersed over some eighteen square miles. While all but a small fraction of the development that made up the fastest growing city in the world cured into crisp tinder during the late summer, the pages of the Chicago Tribune augured the holocaust to come in its coverage of a growing number of “Fire Losses,” “Conflagrations,” “Fires in The Woods,” “Insurance Claims,” and the like. Editorially, over the same period the Tribune repeatedly castigated the city council for its devil-may-care approach to fire prevention and disaster preparedness, to no avail. Although the immediate cause of the Great Chicago Fire would never be determined, the indictment of Mrs. O’Leary’s fitful cow was an (eventually) admitted fancy of the hated Chicago Times. Nevertheless, the spark, fueled by a twenty-mile-per-hour southwesterly prairie wind, had originated on the city’s Southwest Side at or near immigrant Patrick O’Leary’s barn on that “miserable alley,” De Koven Street, on the evening of October 8, 1871. By ten thirty that night the fire was reported to be uncontrollable. By the morning of October 10, four square miles of the city lay in ruins, along with more than $200 million in property.4 More than two hundred had perished; more than a hundred thousand had been left homeless.

While the fire still raged on Monday morning, October 9, Joseph Medill fought his way to the Tribune’s fireproof “rooms” at Dearborn and Madison. To the south and west stretched a vast “scene of desolation,” to the north a raging “sea of fire.” Nevertheless, the Chicago Tribune’s editorial offices, the paper would later trumpet characteristically, “stood like a mailed warrior.” “Long after every other printing establishment in the city had gone down in a tornado of fire,” the Tribune’s staff had worked through the night, continuing to report on the sprawling disaster, set type, print the paper, and distribute it to a shaken Chicago desperate for news. Believing the building—constructed of incombustible materials beneath a cement roof—to be impervious, Medill’s fellow owners Deacon Bross and Horace White left to ensure their families’ safety and secure what was left of their homes. There is no record of how Kitty and the Medill girls fared during the conflagration. Bross and White were unaware in leaving, however, that the fire had “crawled under the sidewalk from the wooden pavement” and ignited the woodwork in the barbershop that operated out of the building’s basement. Realizing there was little time left as the presses melted, Medill began organizing for the immediate removal of the newspaper’s files and whatever else could be salvaged before flames consumed the Tribune Building. By noon, Medill was already in search of a “haven of refuge” in which to continue to put out the paper. Discovering that an archaic printer’s shop on Canal Street was still in existence, he bought it and quickly transferred the paper’s operations, staff, and surviving equipment there. Then he ordered an old four-cylinder press, sight unseen, and arranged to have it sent from Baltimore immediately. By the time Bross and White returned that afternoon, Medill was helping to set type for the next morning’s edition on the shop’s old, ill-suited press.

The Tribune published the result on the morning of October 11, and included what was to become perhaps the paper’s most famous editorial:


CHEER UP.

In the midst of a calamity without parallel in the world’s history, looking upon the ashes of thirty years’ accumulations, the people of this once beautiful city have resolved that CHICAGO SHALL RISE AGAIN.



Although the editorial had been unsigned, Medill’s descendants would claim it—and the fortitude in the face of devastation that it embodied—for their forebear. Reconstruction at the Tribune absorbed all of his energies in the weeks following the fire. At the same time, a nonpartisan committee that had coalesced around the aim of securing decisive civic leadership for the reconstruction effort selected the unwitting (and initially unwilling) Joseph Medill to head its ticket as the Union-Fireproof candidate for mayor of Chicago. He was elected by a decisive majority several weeks later and took his oath of office on December 4, 1871.

Medill had reluctantly accepted the nomination on the sole condition that the state legislature amend the city’s charter so as to place the various freewheeling local boards firmly under the control of the city council and the mayor. With some modification, under Medill’s tenure the state legislature’s new charter for the city of Chicago would eventually serve as the model for municipalities throughout Illinois. The hallmark of Fireproof mayor Medill’s administration was, however, fire prevention. Chicago’s new growth shot up not only with a particular vigor and majesty, but also with a newly mandated brick and stone incombustibility. Building on Queen Victoria’s gift of some eight thousand books from Britain in the aftermath of the disaster, Medill launched an extensive new public library system. A relentless crusader against corruption, waste, and embezzlement, he successfully reformed and depoliticized the fire department, but had less success in loosening the grip of cronyism over the Chicago police force. For all of Mayor Medill’s reforms, as ever, his absolutism sparked controversy. Chicago’s German population took particular exception to Medill’s temperance initiatives. When police officials refused to enforce the mayor’s orders to close drinking establishments on Sundays, he fired them, suspended the chief of police, and threatened to call in the militia. Chicago’s German community reacted with mass demonstrations and the formation of the anti-Medill People’s Party. The German-language Staats-Zeitung pronounced the authoritarian mayor “Joseph I, dictator.”

Although he had endured body blows throughout his life for his incendiary editorial stances, the contumely of Chicago politics proved to be too much for Joseph Medill. In July 1873, he announced his intention to resign his post four months before the completion of his term, and sailed for Europe with his wife and three daughters. For more than a year the Medills made their way through Ireland, England, France, Germany, and Switzerland. The girls attended school in France and threw themselves open to the improvements of unfamiliar influences on their minds, of the burgeoning European fashion houses on their wardrobes, and of hobnobbing with dignitaries and aristocrats on their already robust sense of self-importance. The patriarch took the waters at the celebrated central European spas in his ongoing efforts to assuage his “old rheumatic troubles,” and dispatched bulletins on his activities and meditations for the edification of the Tribune’s readership back in Chicago.

His relations with the paper’s other stakeholders, however, continued to be troubled. The “usefulness and influence” (not to mention the revenue) of the Tribune as the Republican Party organ that Medill and Ray had sought to make it nearly two decades earlier had been compromised, Medill brooded, by the anti–Ulysses S. Grant stance that editor in chief Horace White had taken. For some time, Medill had ruminated on the possibilities either of selling his holdings to one of his partners and buying a newspaper he could transform into the unapologetic Republican Party organ he believed the Tribune should be, or of buying out the holdings of one of his partners and reasserting himself at the paper he so dearly loved. Throughout the course of his European grand tour, Medill had been in communication with an unnamed “friend” who informed him that Alfred Cowles had seen the error of his ways in allying himself with White rather than Medill in the Tribune’s editorial skirmishes over the previous decade, and that Cowles might be induced either to sell his holdings or to buy out Medill’s. Gratified but cautious, Medill returned to the United States in October 1874 to find Cowles both less repentant and less willing to make a deal than he had been led to believe. Nevertheless, over the coming weeks, Medill managed to secure a $300,000 loan from dry-goods merchant Marshall Field; the $500 per share he was now in a position to offer eroded Cowles’s and even White’s reservations to sell their combined six hundred shares.5
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Chicago Tribune editor in chief and former “Fireproof Mayor” Joseph Medill, ca. 1892 (Illustration credit 1.1)

After nearly twenty years’ wait, Joseph Medill was at last in a position to take a majority interest in the Chicago Tribune and with it, even more desirably, unfettered editorial control. “Once more the dear old Tribune of former days will be itself again. The spirit of Ray, tho’ dead in the body, and much of Medill, tho’ long speechless, will again be felt and heard thru the columns talking to old families and friends,” he crowed to an old Republican friend on November 1, 1874. “The paper passed into my hands forever during this mortal life and that of my family after me,” he continued. “On the 9th … Mr. White retires and on that day one Medill resumes his ‘old throne and sceptre’ in the Tribune ‘kingdom.’ ”

BEFORE THE ALTAR.


Miss Eleanor R. Medill Confers Her Hand
On Mr. Robert W. Patterson, Jr.,
Of the “Tribune.”
An Unostentatious Ceremony Performed
in the Presence of a Small Circle
of Intimate Friends

—INTER-OCEAN (CHICAGO, IL), JANUARY 18, 1878



I told you not to marry Rob Patterson,” Kate McCormick exulted in repeating to her middle sister, Nellie. The reminder was as apt a commentary on the Patterson marriage as it was suggestive of the sisterly sentiment that prevailed among Joseph and Katherine Medill’s three redheaded daughters. The eldest, named, like her mother and grandmother before her, Katherine (or “Kate”), had been born in Cleveland on July 11, 1853, the elder Irish twin to the National Republican Party. As her father contemplated the possibilities presented by Chicago and its foundering Tribune, Elinor (or “Nellie”) arrived on January 30, 1855, eighteen months behind Kate and already at the disadvantage she would always feel with regard to her elder sister. Josephine (or “Josie”) was born in 1866, into an abundance, which though as yet modest, had been unimaginable in her parents’—and even in her sisters’—childhoods. Almost half a generation younger than Kate and Nellie, Josie would be afflicted with a delicate constitution throughout her short life. As her ungovernable elder sisters neared womanhood, Josie alone would escape the paternal exasperation that prompted her namesake—himself no stranger to rancor and discord—to wonder, “Is it my fault, that I’m the father of the worst two she-devils in all Chicago?”6

Joseph Medill contended he had early on “caught the smell of printer’s ink which, once inoculated in the human system … possesses its victim until death.” The susceptibility was congenital. His descendants would exhibit a fortuitous constellation of abilities, inclinations, and idiosyncrasies—whether inherited, situational, or learned—which, even when ungratified, drew them irresistibly to journalism. Nellie Patterson’s descendants in particular would manifest a singular disposition for the esoteric art of publishing successful tabloids. And yet, if Fate smiled on Joseph Medill’s progeny by conferring on them those happy accidents that repeatedly gave rise to journalistic distinction, she perhaps played them the compensatory trick of seldom granting happy temperaments or peaceful lives.
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“Nellie”: Elinor Medill Patterson, Cissy’s mother, ca. 1875 (Illustration credit 1.2)

Generation after generation, Medill’s descendants would display not only persistent journalistic predilections, but traits and foibles that would lead them into uncannily similar circumstances many decades apart. More than a few suffered from melancholia, rage, and alcoholism. They were almost without exception gifted horsemen. The girls of the family were prone to running away from home, the women to battling over expensive necklaces. Grandparents would form tight bonds with their grandchildren, having been remote or largely absent when raising their grandchildren’s parents. As parents, Joseph Medill and his progeny were as controlling as they had been rebellious in youth. One distinctive result of this trend would be that over the course of several generations it would become as common for the Medills to marry over blunt familial objection—or simply to elope—as to wed conventionally on hallowed ground. And there would be no evident correlation between parental blessing (or lack of it) and ultimate wedded bliss (or lack of it).

“He was a hell of a good newspaperman,” Cissy Patterson would remember fondly of her father, Robert Wilson Patterson, Jr. Her elder brother, Joseph Medill Patterson, arguably the most successful American publisher of his generation, believed that his father had been an even better editor than his own august namesake and grandfather. Although not rich, Robert Wilson Patterson, Jr., had been born into a distinguished family of Chicago’s South Division. In 1821, his grandparents, Scotch-Irish Presbyterian abolitionists, had been induced to move north to Illinois by “the unproductiveness of the soil in East Tennessee and their strong desire to remove their growing family from the corrupting influences of slavery.” In 1842, his father and namesake, the Reverend Robert Wilson Patterson, Sr., became the founding pastor of the Second Presbyterian Church of Chicago, which, like the city itself, grew rapidly in size and prominence in the mid-nineteenth century. In the three decades after its founding the church came to number among its congregants not only many of the city’s civic chieftains and captains of industry, but also figures of eventual national and international repute like Democratic senator Stephen Douglas and, when visiting Chicago, Douglas’s senate and presidential rival from the emerging Republican Party, Abraham Lincoln.
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Chicago Tribune editor Robert Wilson Patterson, Jr., Cissy and Joe Patterson’s father, in the 1880s (Illustration credit 1.3)

Born in Chicago in 1850, the younger Robert Patterson attended local public schools before venturing east to Massachusetts to attend Williams College. After graduating in the spring of 1871 with a degree in classics, he returned to Chicago to take up the study of law. That October, however, the Great Fire put an end to his legal aspirations, claimed the Second Presbyterian Church, and consumed much of the Patterson family’s savings. Just as the course of Joseph Medill’s early life had been altered by conflagration, so Rob Patterson would be forced to make his own way in what was left of the city of his birth.

In the meantime, Patterson’s father moved the rest of his family some thirty miles north of the blackened ruins of Chicago to the verdant bluffs and ravines along the shores of Lake Michigan at Lake Forest, Illinois. Long planned, the relocation had only been hastened by the Great Fire. In 1855, the senior Patterson had been among a small group of Presbyterians entrusted with finding a location suitable for the construction and establishment of “an institution of learning of a high order in which Christian teaching would hold a central place,” modeled along the lines of his own alma mater, Lane Theological Seminary in Cincinnati. Stirred by the fervor of the Second Great Awakening, Robert Patterson, Sr., had matriculated as a seminarian in 1837 and became a disciple of Lyman Beecher, Lane’s first president and Harriet Beecher Stowe’s father. A flagrant bigot and nativist, Beecher nevertheless opposed slavery as divisive both to the Union generally and to Presbyterianism in particular. His protégé, now the Reverend Robert Patterson, adopted not only his mentor’s “moderate” (or as Beecher himself put it, “expedient”) abolitionism, but also the latter’s disapproval both of slaveholders on the one hand and of those who championed abolitionism in its more uncompromising forms on the other.

Between the time that the elder Patterson first caught sight of the “sylvan features” of Lake Forest and his relocation there, the institution of higher learning that he and his colleagues had envisioned had duly come into being. A fashionable town with its own railway station had sprung up beyond its gates and considerable development had taken place in its environs. The Reverend Robert Wilson Patterson, Sr., became the first president of Lake Forest University.

As Chicago recovered and flourished in the aftermath of the conflagration, young Rob Patterson, unable to complete his legal training and disinclined to follow his father into the clergy, took up newspaper work. He spent several months as a reporter on the Chicago Times, and another year and a half as managing editor at The Interior, a religious weekly, before landing the position of night telegraph editor at the Chicago Tribune in 1873. Patterson’s growing abilities and the high esteem in which his colleagues held him were evidently remarkable, inasmuch as the Tribune offered him the position despite his Southern roots, his father’s outspoken “moderate” abolitionism, and his own earlier associations with two of the Tribune’s avowed enemies, Copperhead newspapers both. The confidence was well placed: Patterson would prove himself to be an able drama and literary critic and Washington correspondent before being entrusted with putting the paper to bed as night editor in 1875.

Since the Medills were in the midst of their European peregrinations at the time of Rob Patterson’s arrival at the Tribune, it was some time before the young journalist came to the attention of the paper’s reinstated editor in chief and new majority stockholder. Nevertheless, building a solid reputation and rising steadily in the Tribune’s ranks, Patterson eventually encountered not only Medill, on a professional basis, but also the editor’s arresting Titian-haired daughters in Chicago society. By 1876, Nellie Medill and Rob Patterson had forged an adamantine romantic bond.

In 1877, the Tribune’s night editor respectfully approached his employer to request his second daughter’s hand. Medill flatly refused him. The Reverend Robert Patterson likewise disapproved of the match—and of Joseph Medill. Thirteen years after the end of the War Between the States, the issue of slavery continued to exert division, even among old stalwarts of the Union. Much as Rector Patterson had disapproved of the uncompromising radical abolitionism that Medill had expounded through the Tribune, so Medill had read in Patterson’s moderate abolitionism the hallmarks of dough-faced compromise. Fearing his relentless secondborn would dragoon her suitor into eloping, and perhaps reflecting on the marked similarities between young Patterson and himself a quarter century earlier, however, Medill eventually relented. The couple married on January 18, 1878, at the Medill residence at 10 Park Row in Chicago. Despite the dissonance that had preceded the engagement, the fifty assembled guests “actually enjoyed themselves,” one reporter ventured. The groom was twenty-eight, his bride twenty-three. Rob Patterson was unattended by groomsmen; neither of Nellie Medill’s sisters served as bridesmaid. Forged in flirtation and annealed by parental disapproval, the romantic bond linking the couple before their marriage was to shackle Nellie and Rob Patterson together indissolubly for the rest of their lives.

Without the invigoration of forbidden love, infatuation, affection, and finally civility withered in the daily reality of the Pattersons’ marriage. The couple made an effort to live for a short time on Rob Patterson’s earnings, but, famously generous though Tribune salaries were, this proved to be impossible for Nellie. Despite being raised in an atmosphere of authoritarianism so severe that the otherwise unrestrained middle child maintained a fearful silence in her father’s presence throughout her girlhood, she had been accustomed to luxury for much of her life. Soon after her marriage, her father resumed the payment of her allowance and, as of old (although not without complaint), met the substantial bills she accumulated for millinery, clothing, jewelry, entertainment, and travel. In the course of time, staggering invoices for architectural, decorating, and domestic services would follow when Nellie developed a taste for commissioning magnificent homes and keeping liveried servants. She had not, she realized soon after her wedding when the scales had fallen from her eyes, made a fashionable or distinguished match. Her handsome, gentle, if melancholic husband was a liability and an embarrassment, she felt, a “hopeless drag on her society.” Henceforward, she would direct her considerable energies toward staking a place in society—the further east, the better—and began setting her sights on the social pinnacles of New York, Boston, and distant Europe, each notoriously (and the more alluringly) insurmountable to outsiders.

If Joseph Medill had not lost a querulous and profligate daughter by the Patterson match, he had nevertheless gained a kind, principled, and (it would become increasingly apparent at the Tribune over the coming decades) able son-in-law. Over the course of the 1880s Patterson became one of the Tribune’s “leading editorial writers.” In 1883, he rose to the position of managing editor upon the death of the editor in chief’s youngest brother, Samuel Medill, prompting a colleague as far away as Cleveland to characterize Patterson as “a journalist of a very high order of ability, [who,] possessing a phenomenal capacity for the accomplishment of work, and being a persona of thoroughly correct habits and sterling character, will wear with honor the mantle of his predecessor.” Patterson sought refuge from marital disappointment—and, indeed, from his wife—in his growing responsibilities at the Tribune. As he neared middle age, he spent his free time at the Chicago Club, drinking introspectively and increasingly. Determined to preserve appearances in her social ascent, Nellie had early on instructed her husband “not to worry about anything but illness or disgrace,” and put him on notice that “nothing could break me down but these.” When his rising alcohol consumption began to cause comment about town, therefore, he moved his activities to the Patterson stable and continued them in peace.

Ahead of her younger sister in most things, Kate had already managed to cajole her father into letting her marry the genteel Robert Sanderson McCormick in June 1876, over Medill’s objections not only to her suitor, but to the young man’s family and origins. The former owner of the detested antebellum Chicago Times, McCormick’s uncle, “Reaper King” Cyrus McCormick, had perfected and patented the mechanized, horse-drawn reaper that was to radically transform farming and agricultural economy in the nineteenth century. Robert Sanderson McCormick had been the last of his generation to be born at the family manse, Woodbridge, in Rockbridge County, Virginia, deep in the Shenandoah Valley. Shortly after his birth in 1849, his father, William Sanderson McCormick, moved the family north to Chicago to join his brothers Cyrus and Leander in building the McCormick Harvesting Machine Company. By the 1850s the success of the reaper had emboldened Cyrus, the eldest and most autocratic of the three brothers, to consider himself a public man. As such, he exercised the prerogative of weighing in—as an unapologetic Southern Democrat in a free state—on the issues of the day. Joseph Medill’s Tribune had brutalized Cyrus McCormick relentlessly on the latter’s every foray into the public arena, questioning his wartime sympathies and ridiculing his claims of being the reaper’s true inventor. “Like all white trash of Virginia,” the Tribune (then firmly under Medill’s editorial control) inveighed when McCormick offered himself up as a candidate for the United States House of Representatives from Illinois in 1864, “he left the State a better friend of slavery than the slaveholders themselves.”

In marrying Robert Sanderson McCormick, Kate had linked the Medills to another of Chicago’s preeminent names, but not to one of its fortunes. Rob McCormick’s father had died in September 1865 in the Illinois State Hospital for the Insane, having worn himself into a state of hysterical exhaustion after three decades in harness to his grasping brothers and the McCormick Harvesting Machine Company. In exchange for $400,000,7 those same brothers relieved the grieving widow and children of any future claims, either on the reaper or on the company that would evolve into the industrial giant International Harvester by 1902. Nevertheless, Robert Sanderson McCormick received a gentleman’s education both in Chicago and, briefly, in Europe. Upon returning to Chicago from the University of Virginia in 1872, he set about to invest and grow the sum that he and his siblings had received from the settlement. In the fall of 1876, McCormick took his new bride to St. Louis and established himself in business with a cousin, operating a grain elevator. The economic upheavals of the 1870s, the dishonesty of a colleague, and McCormick’s own mistaken judgment conspired shortly to bankrupt the concern, however. The young entrepreneur was forced to liquidate his holdings, borrow money from various relatives, and throw himself upon his father-in-law’s mercy to obtain a job at the Tribune.

If Nellie Patterson was generally reputed to be the most beautiful of the beautiful Medill girls, the advantage was more than offset by her elder sister Kate McCormick’s superior intelligence and, if possible, greater vitriol—neither of which would diminish with the passage of time. Unlike the older girls, who had come up under their mother’s long-suffering tutelage, Josie had been raised largely by caregivers. Though she shared her siblings’ precocious peevishness, as the little sister by more than a decade, Josie was an object of annoyance to Nellie and Kate rather than an active combatant in their struggles. “The nights she honors me with her company are intensely miserable,” sixteen-year-old Nellie grumbled to a cousin, referring to five-year-old Josie’s refusal to share a bedroom with a hated nanny, “for she snores like a trumpet, teases around and kicks off the covers while I lie awake and curse the fate that makes German nurses disagreeable and small children fastidious.”

The competition between the two formidable elder Medill sisters would be epic and lifelong. With or without provocation, they engaged each other on any and every possible battlefield, but over the coming decades they would reserve a particular ferocity for their respective efforts to exert hegemony over the Tribune. With no direct ownership and no standing at the paper, however, Kate and Nellie would be forced to enact their machinations through the men in their lives, who proved to be exasperatingly insubordinate pawns. Notwithstanding Kate’s repeated girlhood efforts to run away from the stark paternal discipline of her home (which Medill corrected once and for all by chaining her leg to a bedpost), she was her father’s favorite. Kate had married first and, despite the reversal caused by her husband’s pecuniary indisposition, had recovered her advantage by giving birth to the first grandchild, Joseph Medill McCormick, on May 16, 1877.

Over the course of their lives the sisters’ correspondence would serve both as the record of their score-keeping and as a proven means of attack. In their rules of engagement (if any there were) no subject was off-limits: any shortcoming, any embarrassment, any loss—however painful, shameful, or enduring—was fair game for sisterly ridicule or accentuation. If ever the two were of one mind, it was typically in criticism of others. While visiting her Patterson in-laws in the wilds of Lake Forest in July 1879, Nellie confided to receptive Kate that the place made her “dreadfully squeamish.” Moving on to more felicitous subjects, Nellie cooed that she had allowed her own new baby boy to fall into “very bad habits” by taking him into her bed at night to cuddle and sleep. She underscored the infant’s robust health by crowing about how often he nursed. After these happy meanderings, Nellie came to her point: she had received a letter, she told Kate, from one of the McCormick ladies, “in which she said she had heard with much sorrow of your loss, & asked how you bore it. She said she hesitated to write, as she could not put into words her sympathy.” Only three weeks earlier, Kate McCormick’s second child, a much-hoped-for and lavishly doted-upon baby girl, Katrina, had died. She was not yet six months old. It was a blow from which Kate McCormick would never recover. Nellie concluded her bulletin by returning to the subject of her own vigorous child. Although the baby had been born nearly seven months earlier, on January 6, 1879, eleven days before his cousin Katrina, the question of his name appeared to remain open to debate. “Everyone” in Lake Forest, Nellie prattled to her grieving sister, suggested she call him Robert W. Patterson 3rd, “on account of his lovely grandfather.” The Patterson baby would indeed be named in honor of his grandfather, but not that one. Not to be outdone again by her elder sister and not to allow her son to be overshadowed already by his surviving McCormick cousin, Nellie would insist that her firstborn be given the name Joseph Medill Patterson.

Having carefully saved the departed infant’s layette and toys in hopes that they might someday serve a little sister (who might, likewise, bear the name Katrina), Kate McCormick gave birth to the third of the Medill grandchildren a year later, on July 30, 1880. Though unimpeachably healthy, the baby only heralded new reversals for his mother. In short, he was not the girl she had so desperately hoped would assuage her grief. The circumstances of his birth, moreover, in his aunt Nellie Patterson’s home at 363 Ontario Street, served to reinforce the humbling Kate McCormick had endured in the four years since her wedding. Financial calamity in St. Louis had not only thrown Rob McCormick on his father-in-law’s charity for a job, it had deposited the young couple, their toddler, and their baggage quite literally on the Medills’ doorstep at 101 Cass Street back in Chicago. Financial embarrassment, native irascibility, living under paternal authoritarianism once again, morbid fear of miscarriage, and a summertime third trimester proved to be an explosive combination. For her lying-in, Kate left her husband at her parents’ and sought instead the cold comfort of the gracious home her father had built around the corner for her middle sister. With the addition to the Medill family of two in-laws named Rob over the previous four years, little Robert Rutherford McCormick would go by the nickname “Bertie” throughout his solitary childhood. Though his mother dressed him in frocks and bows until he was seven, he proved to be no substitute for his departed sister. Nor could he hope to compare favorably in his mother’s eyes with his winning elder brother. Kate McCormick lavished extravagant affection on her firstborn, her father’s namesake, who went by “Medill,” while “sneering” at the disappointing younger child of her grief and humiliation, to whom she sometimes referred as “dirty Bertie.” After him, the McCormicks would have no other children.

In the decade following the fire, the newspaper had flourished. With Joseph Medill restored to the Tribune kingdom’s throne, the paper trumpeted his pro-business stance in the Chicago labor unrest of the of the 1870s and ’80s, warning in 1875 that “Judge Lynch is an American, by birth and character … Every lamp post in Chicago will be decorated with a communistic carcass if necessary to prevent wholesale incendiarism … or any attempt at it.” Nine years later, the Tribune would propose arsenic as the panacea for Chicago’s plague of tramps and vagabonds. The paper promoted Medill’s distinctive scientific beliefs and his campaign to purge the English language of redundant letters and arcane silent consonants, proposing—and from time to time adopting—such simplified “spelings” as “infinit” and “telegraf.” The editor in chief would impart to his progeny his courage—or truculence—in the face of defamation, adverse legal judgments, and their associated liabilities. Learning that a $50,000 libel suit had just been filed against the Tribune, and ascertaining from the author that the story in question was in fact true, Medill ordered the reporter to “libel him for about $100,000 tomorrow.” At the same time, the Tribune was better written and edited than ever and the paper’s devotion to the interests of the city and the local community had in turn given rise to a devoted and growing following.

Though Kate McCormick might have disagreed, in those same ten years Joseph Medill and his family, like Chicago, had prospered. The patriarch and elder statesman had made his mark on the new, incombustible stone and brick canyons that had risen out of the old prairie town’s wreckage. He had lent something of his own pertinacity and vigor, not only to his beloved Tribune, but also to his beloved Chicago’s growing reputation for bumptiousness. Likewise, he had stamped his progeny with his own good looks, intelligence, obstinacy, and self-righteousness. Nearing sixty, he had begun to enjoy the fruits of his labors. With the two eldest girls married, Joseph and Kitty Medill found themselves with increased time to devote to their leisure and health, traveling as far as Europe and California with delicate, unmarried Josie.

If Rob McCormick was unfulfilled in his role as the Tribune’s literary critic, he at least had a salaried position, well insulated from the vagaries of economic upheaval. In the McCormicks’ reduced state, Kate, like Nellie, had begun to receive her allowance once again. The couple had moved from the Medill mansion with little Medill and Bertie into their own small apartment in the gloomy pile known as the Ontario Flats. Although Rob continued to borrow substantial sums from relatives and Kate was reduced to the economies of apartment living and riding public transportation, she made valiant efforts to keep up with her more affluent younger sister. Gratifyingly, Kate was generally acknowledged to dress with greater chic than either Nellie or Josie. She maintained a small staff. Like Nellie, though on more of a shoestring, Kate succumbed to the irresistible seasonal pull of the northeastern watering holes at Southampton, Newport, and Bar Harbor. There, the presumptive newspaper heiresses from upstart Chicago were less often deliberately snubbed than simply left unnoticed and uninvited by Philadelphia’s Mainliners, New York’s Four Hundred, or Boston’s Brahmins. Both sisters found exclusive Newport to be particularly impervious to their charms. Though Kate vowed, “I am deadly sick of this place and don’t expect to ever return” in the summer of 1881, she would revisit the resort many times during her life. Not for lack of trying, Nellie, too, would find herself “rather outside the inner circle” there, as she preferred emphatically to “associate with swells or nobody!” The sisters visited such affronts on vacationers of similarly provincial origin, regaling their correspondents back in Chicago with accounts of the astounding gaucheries perpetrated by rubes and yokels from Baltimore, Louisville, or San Francisco.

The local prominence of her patrimony, her (happily absent) husband’s growing professional reputation, and a gracious home allowed Nellie Patterson to continue her social ascent more successfully in the Midwest. She orchestrated lugubrious at-homes, dinner parties, and entertainments for members of other prominent families from Chicago and, occasionally, Cleveland. She reciprocated by casting a critical eye on the hospitality she accepted as her due, while her pen chronicled the bad taste, the faux-pas, the parochialism, she endured, seemingly at every turn. “Mrs. Nixon was ridiculous, as usual, last evening, a whole powder box on her face, rouged lips, that necklace of a few large, cheap diamonds.” She subjected to yawning derision the momentous rites of passage which she was invited to solemnize: “The Kelloggs’ wedding was rather theatrical, the bridesmaids … all in décolleté dresses & Mrs. Charley leaning on Walter Copp’s arm was very low necked & short sleeved—hideous neck.” Her scant approbation was grudging and barbed: “Mrs. MacVaugh dresses beautifully,” Nellie admitted to her mother, “for the first time in her life, & looks very nicely.” The principal repeat offender against the social code which Nellie Patterson upheld so punctiliously was, not surprisingly, her elder sister. “Kate is always so careless,” Nellie complained to their mother, before leaving to accept her sister’s hospitality one evening.


Her dinners are not nearly so nice as mine. For instance, up to last night she was short two people. So she asked Munro & an Englishman named Lawther whose mother is important in London, but he lives on a ranch & stammers painfully. That makes 7 men and 5 women—not the right thing for a formal dinner.



Among the inhabitants of Chicago in the late nineteenth century, one figure almost alone seems to have escaped Nellie Patterson’s excoriation. Fatigued by the society of those whom she regarded as the city’s lesser nobility—the Armours, the Kelloggs, the Fields, and their like—she managed nevertheless to rouse herself to an unaccustomed vigor for self-ingratiation as a sort of lady-in-waiting to Chicago society’s reigning queen, Bertha Honoré Palmer (or “Cissie” to her intimate circle), who held court in her sumptuous new turreted castle on Lake Shore Drive. Mrs. Potter Palmer’s “third Thursdays” received Nellie Patterson’s unprecedented and unsurpassed benediction as “brilliant successes.”

“It is a long time since I have written you,” Nellie fretted to her mother in a free moment, “but this is because my news would only be—changing servants, furnace not working, workmen still about, &c. It makes me cross.” Despite Nellie’s stock lamentations on the difficulties of finding good help, a considerable staff maintained her home, just as nannies cared for her sturdy toddler, Joe. It was into this world of discordant affluence and dissatisfied prominence that, almost a decade and a month to the day after the Great Fire, Nellie Patterson introduced the last of the four Medill grandchildren—the girl her sister had always wanted—on November 7, 1881.

Though the baby’s name and its spellings would change several times over the coming decades (much as the adult would later subtract from her age by adding to the year of her birth), she began her life as Elinor Josephine Patterson, in honor not only of her mother and aunt but, once again, of her grandfather. She had inherited the red hair of her Ulster forebears, along with their strong temperament. By her own estimation, even as a toddler she was “already fierce.” Though the child’s disposition was a proverbial fit with her striking complexion, Nellie Patterson was safe from any proverbial attempt her baby daughter might have made to steal her beauty. The mother would remain radiant for some years to come while her little girl and namesake soon grew to display incisive intelligence, precocious wit, mischief, charm, petulance, single-mindedness, and a capacity for dogged affection that would no doubt surprise many who came to know her later in life. For all of the child’s attractions, however, she had none of her mother’s beauty, and her mother appeared to show her little interest as a result. Dazzling, cold, distant, and only intermittently visible during her unwavering social rotations, Nellie Patterson took on an astral quality as a mother to her young children.
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“Oh—time in your flight—”: Elinor Josephine Patterson, “Cissy,” ca. 1882 (Illustration credit 1.4)

Rob Patterson, by contrast, was kind and comforting as a father. Until the end of her life, his only daughter would fondly but wistfully remember sitting on his lap while he sang “Tit-Willow” when she was a little girl. He was attentive, approachable, and affectionate when present, but his mounting duties at the Tribune, coupled with his growing alcoholism, kept him away more and more. Both children were raised for the most part by servants. They were dressed elaborately and stiffly and educated initially, like many of their peers, at home. With both parents largely absent, the little sister, discouraged angrily by her mother from forming attachments to the servants, cleaved adoringly to her elder brother. Joe, nearing the age of three at the time of her birth and grappling with the pronunciation of the word for this new girl relation, imparted the nickname by which she would be known to family, friends, and enemies for the rest of her life and afterward: “Cissy.”8
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Nellie Patterson’s portrait of three-year-old Cissy, March 22, 1884 (Illustration credit 1.5)

“My worst recollections are of Cissy’s pneumonia when she was five & my father’s pronouncement every day, ‘That little life is flickering out,’ ” Nellie would remember four decades later, reflecting, “She got well to give us quite a bit of trouble.” As she grew, Cissy became rebellious. Seeking attention from the mother who showed her little interest beyond criticism and correction, Cissy had outbursts, threw tantrums, and concocted fantastical lies. Perhaps as the result of congenital frailty or perhaps seizing upon the deferential anxiety with which her relatives hovered about her delicate maiden aunt, Josie, Cissy quickly became “delicate” and “nervous” herself. When it came time to return home from friends’ houses, Cissy would make herself sick and throw up. Stomach upset achieved something of the desired effect, at least in attracting her mother’s attention: when little Cissy disgorged herself on an elegant Parisian coat, Nellie took note by slapping her across the face. By her own recollection, as a girl Cissy wondered loudly what her mother would push her to next; Nellie responded predictably and violently to her provocations.
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“Already fierce”: Cissy, ca. 1884 (Illustration credit 1.6)

Seeking the attentions of other adults was not only a way of nettling her mother; it served, moreover, as the means of gaining the attention and affection Cissy craved in her isolation. In middle age she would claim that the first long words she ever learned to pronounce at her grandfather’s knee were “CIRCULATION” and “ADVERTISING.” A noted horseman, Grandfather Medill himself taught Cissy to ride, introduced her to the wonders and delights of farm life, instructed her in the rudiments of European and American history, and set about to instill in her a sense of civic virtue, a chauvinism for the Republican Party, and a fierce admiration for the unfettered freedom of the press. At Red Oaks, the Medills’ estate and working farm in Wheaton, Illinois, Cissy’s days were joyous and full, and it was there that she would develop a lifelong love of animals: “My hens, my pup and my pony leave me hardly no time to go to bed.” Of Medill’s four grandchildren, Cissy was his undisputed favorite.

If her mother was distant, her Aunt Kate, having always wanted a baby girl, was less so. Summering with her mother and her McCormick cousins in Bar Harbor, Maine, in 1887, Cissy chronicled for her grandmother back in Chicago her games with Bertie and Medill, their hikes, their forays to milk a local cow, and the loss of her two front teeth. Not yet able to write, the little girl dictated her musings. The pointed, slashing hand indicates that it was Aunt Kate, rather than her mother, who had taken the time to sit with her, listen, and act as amanuensis. Kate also added marginalia, which, though slight, betray an uncharacteristic, but unmistakable, levity and fondness. As Cissy closed her letter to her grandmother with the stock, late Victorian “Your affectionate daughter,” Kate, apparently charmed and amused by the mistake, added her own editorial “(!)” before closing with a notation to memorialize the little author of that day for posterity as “(aged 5 yrs. 9 mos.).” Of all the correspondence that survives in Kate McCormick’s hand, the letter is almost unique in being free of malice, stratagem, or complaint. In many regards, Cissy was perhaps more like her aunt than her mother. Over the coming decades, those who knew all three women would often note that Cissy and Kate were intellectual equals, possessed of a similar stinging wit, while Nellie lagged behind; “she didn’t exactly win the fights,” as one descendant put it. And yet, if Cissy helped in some measure to fill the void left by Katrina’s death, over the coming years Kate would nevertheless be unable to resist the urge to make use of her niece as a Trojan horse in the ongoing war with her sister.

Just as the adult Cissy would turn her considerable feminine charms on the beaux and husbands of rivals she hoped to humiliate, so did she focus her adoring girlish attentions on her father and grandfather. The hallmarks of her later journalistic style, the tattled confidences designed to be as embarrassing to their subjects as they were ingratiating to her readership, were already present in her early childhood correspondence. “Bertie and I have been bad and so we are getting puniched [sic],” she confessed to her father in a careful cursive, before addressing her aunt’s characteristic (but nonetheless unbecoming) rage: “Kate whiped [sic] Bertie on the hand until it bled.” This preamble having piqued her reader’s curiosity, the little correspondent went on to reveal her cousin’s effeminacy along with one of the secrets of her aunt’s toilette: “the thing that we did was to put a little of Aunt Kate’s rouge on our cheeks.” Cissy filled her letters to the doting grandfather who had been a martinet to her mother and aunts, with affection, exaggerated self-effacement, and detailed accounts of their common relatives’ foibles and peccadilloes. “Uncle Rob took Joe and Bertie to see Medill” at his boarding school, she informed her grandfather during a visit to London, four days before her eighth birthday, “and they thought he was very affected, he is so english. So englilish [sic], you know,” she added for good measure, already well aware of the old republican’s unequivocal disdain for all things aristocratic and un-American. “I have written so many letters to Grandma and she hasn’t written any letters to me,” Medill’s informant went on to report, “tell her so. It is raining now we have nice Big Parlor and horrid little rooms.”

Though not ill-disposed toward his little sister, as a boy’s boy Joe Patterson had little time for her. By nature he was obstinate, intelligent, and determined. Though he shared their formidable temper, even as a child he was more reflective and self-controlled than many of his tempestuous relations. In contrast to Cissy’s emotional skirmishes with their mother, Joe’s defiance took more of a philosophical and aesthetic turn. In the face of Nellie’s supercilious formality, he made every effort to be rugged and inelegant. In keeping with family tradition, during a visit to Nassau at the age of ten, Joe Patterson persuaded Bertie McCormick to run away with him. Hot and tired after only a few miles on the road, the boys were not particularly sorry when their mothers drove up in a phaeton. “We were glad to get in and did not mention our contemplated disappearance,” McCormick would recall. For the boys of the family, their august grandsire was offered up as the pattern for the men they were to become. Medill, Joe, and Bertie would inherit and imitate many of Joseph Medill’s personal, political, and editorial qualities, but over the course of their lives each would seize upon particular aspects of their exemplar—actual or mythical—to make especially his own. In Joe Patterson’s case, in early adulthood he took his grandfather’s fierce commitment to civic reform and righteous, deeply ingrained republican egalitarianism to a new, almost opposing extreme as an avowed socialist with deep proletarian sympathies. The same boy who had horrified his mother, ever fearful of the contagion of vulgarity, by persisting in wriggling out of his starched suits and sneaking out of the house to play with working-class children, grew up to demonstrate a legendary common touch that was at the heart of his lifelong worldview and his later unsurpassed ability to sell newspapers.

Splendid Diplomats

My parents were splendid diplomats because they had no inferiority complex,” Cissy and Joe Patterson’s cousin, Robert Rutherford McCormick, would inform Chicagoland as he intoned his memoirs over the airwaves of the “world greatest newspaper’s” radio affiliates in the 1950s. “My father, one of the last of the pre–Civil War school, looked upon himself as of the Virginia aristocracy, the equal of any aristocracy in Europe.” In the same way that Joe Patterson grew up to make almost a populist mannerism of Joseph Medill’s republicanism, so, too, did his cousin Bert McCormick revive a number of their grandfather’s personal and editorial characteristics, foibles, causes célèbres, and bêtes noires. By the time McCormick saw fit to edify the Midwest with his reminiscences, he had long followed his grandfather’s lead not only in taking the helm of the Tribune but, through it, in (attempted) king-making, relentless public excoriation of his opponents, simplified “spelings,” finger-pointing patriotism, and a corresponding contempt for all things monarchial and aristocratic—especially if such things happened to be British. Both McCormick brothers, Medill and Bert, would take up their grandfather’s zeal for the Grand Old Party and his veneration for the nation’s founding figures and early ideals. Indeed, the posthumous reputations of all four of Joseph Medill’s grandchildren would be dominated by their ferocious (and to many, infamous) insistence on upholding Washington’s and Jefferson’s proscriptions against entangling alliances that threatened to draw the United States into foreign wars.

More than any other member of his generation, Bert McCormick would embody the paradox his grandfather had expressed in 1874, as the lifelong republican returned from effective exile, Marshall Field’s borrowed cash in hand, to take up the “ ‘old throne and sceptre’ in the Tribune ‘kingdom.’ ” From childhood, Bert McCormick would exist in a shifting no-man’s-land between meritocracy and elitism, equality and hierarchy. Though second to his brother in their mother’s affections, Bert McCormick was still the son of a woman who was at all times exquisitely aware of her status—in the family in which she had grown up, in the city of her birth, in the world beyond. Her standing was one of the birthrights she claimed from her father.

As Robert Rutherford McCormick’s listeners patiently awaited the popular, classical programming of the Theatre of the Air that followed his weekly autobiographical musings, the memoirist turned from the subject of his father’s nobility to the source of his mother’s unassailable sense of self-importance: “Her father had been the intimate, in fact the leading individual in the nomination of President Lincoln, and also a supporter and intimate friend of General Grant.” Never was Kate’s conviction of her inherited entitlement more irrefutable, naked, or, indeed, affronted, than after the McCormicks moved to London in the spring of 1889, eleven-year-old Medill and eight-year-old Bertie in tow.

“The social system existing here will do as long as the servile, bootlicking British masses tolerate it but to establish it in the U.S. would lead to a civil war instantly, to cast it off,” a cantankerous, sixty-six-year-old Joseph Medill scribbled to Nellie Patterson with gouty fingers from London on July 17, 1889. “It is splendid pageant,” he growled, tormented by the old lumbago after returning from Queen Victoria’s reception for the visiting shah of Persia, “a perpetual picnic for the favorite few which our democracy would dynamite mighty quick …” The election of Indiana Republican Benjamin Harrison to the presidency nine months earlier had emboldened Kate to badger her father to seek preferment for her well-bred but otherwise underemployed and dependent husband. An appointment in the Foreign Service might ideally suit a man of Rob McCormick’s genteel sensibilities and polyglot courtliness. Living in subsidized refinement, entrée into the highest circles in the various foreign capitals and opportunities for ascending the Department of State’s ranks held irresistible allure for Kate—the candidate’s utter lack of diplomatic experience notwithstanding. Anxious for the gratification of her unlucky firstborn, Kitty Medill worried that two obstacles stood in the way of successfully securing an appointment. First, having already granted a position to another Medill crony, Harrison would be reluctant, she feared, to recognize her son-in-law as well—“even if he was a Republican.” Second, there was the problem of Medill’s lack of enthusiasm, not only for the scheme but more generally for the aspirant; “he always sprinkles us with cold water,” she fretted. Nevertheless, she and her other son-in-law, Rob Patterson, heartily and actively seconded the plan. Nellie Patterson lent limp nominal support. Having whispered the perfunctory request in the ear of James G. Blaine, Harrison’s secretary of state, Joseph Medill considered his own role in the matter to be decisively concluded.
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“Aunt Kate”: Joseph and Kitty Medill’s eldest (and by many accounts most formidable) daughter, Katherine Medill McCormick (Illustration credit 1.7)

The principal architect of the Fourteenth Amendment, a former Speaker of the House as well as a former senator and presidential candidate from Maine, who had previously served both Presidents Garfield and Arthur as secretary of state, James Gillespie Blaine was a towering figure in the Republican Party of the late nineteenth century, and a notorious nepotist. He had received Joseph Medill’s son-in-law with dutiful bonhomie in Washington in the winter of 1889, secured the supplicant’s appointment as second secretary to the American legation in London forthwith, and glibly made the “half-promise” to fast-track McCormick’s promotion to the first secretaryship by the coming September. The secretary of state had neglected, however, to consult with Robert Todd Lincoln, the current United States envoy extraordinary and minister plenipotentiary to the Court of St. James’s, on this new addition to the London legation’s staff.

Having left Kitty behind in Illinois to nurse her multiplying respiratory and liver complaints in the summer of 1889, Joseph and Josie Medill had been the first in a procession of family members to visit the new second secretary and his family in London. September came and went without Rob McCormick’s expected promotion, however. Consequently, the second secretary found himself with little “real work” to do as 1890 began. Growing impatient and sour, Kate began to exercise her formidable, if often overreaching, strategic faculties.

In late October 1889, Rob and Nellie Patterson, along with ten-year-old Joe and Cissy, who would soon turn eight, arrived in England from their travels in France, for a family visit. On the day of the Pattersons’ arrival in London, however, Cissy (“she is always the one,” as her mother put it) came down with whooping cough. Though Nellie pooh-poohed the danger of the illness, the British physician the family consulted on several occasions “(at $5.00 a visit)” did not, and encouraged them to abandon the foggy metropolis for “one of these fashionable, crowded and dear watering places on the southern coast.” In Brighton, while Cissy convalesced Joe developed a hoarse cough, which filled his mother with “dismal apprehension, lest we be here another month.” British domestics provided her with some solace, however. In the same “servile, bootlicking” propensities that her father had taken for national degeneracy, Nellie revealed that she saw the great virtue of the British working classes: “You never saw anything like English servants—they know their places and are respectful … My maid waits upon me and Cissy to perfection,” she wrote her parents, before catching herself by adding the hasty assurance, “I like American institutions much better than anything on this side.” Finding little amusement in Brighton after a few days, Rob Patterson had returned to London. There, with genuine goodwill that he would later come to regret, he began to conspire with his sister-in-law to bring about the consummation of the promotion the secretary of state had assured Rob McCormick.

Reporting on “Bar Harbor’s Delights” nine months later on August 3, 1890, the New York Times informed its readership that that “great society man,” Robert Sanderson McCormick, second secretary of the American legation in London, had recently arrived at the Maine summer colony. He would be paying his respects both to his obliging mother-in-law, Mrs. Joseph Medill, and to his sisters-in-law Mrs. Robert Wilson Patterson and Miss Josephine Medill, who happened to have taken a cottage near the summer home of the secretary of state and eminent native son of Maine, James G. Blaine. Almost a year after McCormick had been assured his promotion, he continued as second secretary. Kate chronicled her exasperation through the end of 1889 and into 1890, in the extensive battle plans she outlined to her family back in Chicago. She took it for granted that Minister Lincoln’s own posting to the plum American diplomatic position abroad had come as the result of her father’s catapulting his to the presidency. Little reflecting that the minister’s father had, among other things, also been murdered as the result of his ascendancy or that the current first secretary’s “marvelous” familiarity with the Byzantine code and etiquette of the Court of St. James’s might well serve both the American minister and United States interests in general, she took the view that the younger Lincoln’s obstinate insistence on maintaining the staff of his choice represented the height of effrontery and ingratitude.

“Pa is indignant at L[incoln],” Nellie allowed to Kate by way of mollification, “but thinks it is the merest folly to force him.” Nellie had gone to Washington herself, she claimed, to press Blaine for the promotion, but after traveling all that distance had not troubled to meet with the secretary of state alone. To her husband, then engaged in rallying the support of important midwestern Republicans, Nellie reiterated her mother’s original concern: “I don’t think we had better tell Papa any of our moves as it is his disposition always to throw cold water on any scheme.” In short, if Medill were to have the effect of cold water on the family cabal should he discover it, Nellie’s tack—no more supportive and only slightly subtler—was to act as a wet blanket. Protesting too much that “with all our family anxious for Rob to have the appointment something must come of it,” Nellie had little desire to witness either her brother-in-law’s rise in the diplomatic ranks or her sister’s welcome into European society. To Kate, therefore, Nellie offered gallingly sound counsel: remain diplomatic and do nothing. “Rob can resign, of course,” she reminded her elder sister, who had by then endured more than a decade of comparative social obscurity and penny-pinching, “but then, farewell to all residence and future preferment, &c.”

For the time being, Nellie would have her way. Despite the lavish entertainments to which Kitty Medill treated the Blaines during Rob McCormick’s stay in Bar Harbor, despite the various opportunities for personal contact and private discussion these afforded, and despite Secretary Blaine’s resulting plea to President Harrison himself for intervention in the matter, Minister Lincoln could not be prevailed upon to make the promotion. Having forced the secretary of state into an embarrassed admission of impotence in the affair and alienated his superiors at the legation, an indignant Rob McCormick returned to London for another dreary two years as second secretary. His diplomatic time was yet to come, however. In actively supporting his in-law’s promotion within the Foreign Service, Rob Patterson would realize with despair nearly two decades later, he had inadvertently set in motion events that were to have catastrophic consequences—not simply for his only daughter, but for her as-yet-unimagined only daughter as well.

BON VOYAGE, MR. MEDILL!


Chicago Wishes You a Pleasant Winter in the Earthly Paradise

—UNIDENTIFIED CLIPPING FROM NELLIE PATTERSON’S SCRAPBOOK



In the early 1890s, Kitty and Joseph Medill, both in declining health, took to spending time in California. On their maiden voyage to the Golden State in 1879, Kitty declared that she heard of “nothing” in San Francisco but the “stupendous fortunes made and lost in the stock board,” which had prompted the erection of “two lunatic asylums here with 300 inmates.” “This exciting life does not conduce to longevity,” she concluded sensibly to Nellie. As she entered her sixties and her husband approached his seventies, infirmity and mortality weighed heavily on both their minds. Medill filled his correspondence to his daughters and grandchildren with lamentations on the old “miserable rheumatic back”; the dangers of drafty railway cars; the “old and consumptive, coughing people” whom the aging couple encountered while traveling; the sudden deaths of these, and the like.9 In the interest of their health, therefore, the Medills decided to return to California for the winter of 1891–92, avoiding the unwholesome excitements of San Francisco this time—in favor of bucolic Pasadena.

Young Josie Medill’s own delicate health, in particular the indeterminate “throat trouble” that the Chicago climate so aggravated, had made her something of an invalid, albeit a cosmopolitan one. After being presented to Queen Victoria at court and spending the London season of 1891 with her eldest sister, the confirmed spinster had taken an apartment in Paris and established housekeeping with a small staff for the coming winter. Contemporary press accounts describe her as tall, redheaded, fine-boned, and graceful, with a beautiful figure. Likewise, they make tactful reference to her “character of unusual force,” her “independence of speech,” her marked cleverness, her “keen sense of humor,” and her “shrewd judgment of people and things.”

In Pasadena, the health-conscious Medills rang in the New Year of 1892 with disturbing news from Kate, who had crossed the English Channel to be with Josie in Paris. As her father took to his bed with the grippe on New Year’s Day, a Friday, Josie caught cold on the other side of the globe. Without waiting to make a full recovery, she insisted on driving out the following Monday, January 4, to pay her usual round of social calls, bringing on full-blown influenza. Kate cabled her parents on January 6: “severe bronchitis; one lung congested; high fever; fear pneumonia,” but added that Josie was attended by a good doctor and capable nurses. Whatever comfort the quality of Josie’s care provided was quickly extinguished by the succession of alarming telegrams that followed over the next few days as the Medills, nearly six thousand miles away, remained powerless to help their youngest child. Two days later, Kate wired, “Josie worse, consultation, deeply anxious.” Then, “Very grave pulmonary congestion both lungs.” Then, “Consulting doctor says little answer.” On January 10, another telegram arrived from Kate: with the unremitting congestion of her lungs, Josie had died “peacefully without pain” the previous night, shortly after ten o’clock.

On Wednesday morning, January 13, 1892, a small congregation of expatriates assembled at the American Church by the Pont de l’Alma on the windblown banks of the Seine to pay tribute to the memory of Josephine Florence Medill, who would have celebrated her twenty-sixth birthday the following month. In the front pew sat Robert Sanderson McCormick and his two sons, fourteen-year-old Medill and eleven-year-old Bertie. The New York Herald reported that Mrs. McCormick, eldest sister of the deceased, had been forbidden by her physicians to attend, having broken down under the strain of the past few days.

In California, the Medills received the news disconsolately—Kitty so much so that her husband feared for her life initially. Over the coming months they would seek solace from their “terrible, gnawing grief” both in constant occupation and in the hope of renewing the bonds that linked their strong-minded surviving family members. As Josie’s remains were prepared for transportation from Paris to Chicago, Kitty entrusted the funeral plans to Nellie by mail before returning to Chicago herself. There was to be a simple, Episcopal service for family intimates, with no remarks and few hymns, at the Medills’ home on Cass Street. Putting aside any past differences, Kitty asked that Dr. Patterson, “that saintly old man,” read the service and give the benediction. “But Nellie, she must not be buried—only put in a nice vault,” the grieving mother implored. “I will build a vault for us all and in that she will lie. No, not buried—ever.”

Following the funeral, the Medills returned to California. The enclave of Altadena, just east of Pasadena and at a slightly higher elevation (less foggy and therefore more salubrious to those afflicted with pulmonary ailments), had enjoyed a vogue among eastern millionaires over the previous five years. Taking advantage of the recent bankruptcy of a homeowner who had been caught in California’s ongoing boom-and-bust cycle, Medill bought an elegant wooden villa, boasting electric wiring and hot and cold running water, extensive stables, outbuildings, and gardens, on five acres, in April 1892. In their efforts to assuage their grief, Medill threw himself into long-distance editorial work again, while Kitty spent her days surrounded by paperhangers, gardeners, masons, plumbers, and painters, attempting to fill all of her waking hours readying their new home. By the time of Alta Villa’s completion in the fall of 1892, at an expense of some $60,000,10 the Medills would take a little satisfaction from having made theirs perhaps “the nicest house in Pasadena.”

Their ceaseless labors in the wake of their loss, the couple hoped, would bear the fruit of uniting their fractious progeny. “My desire is that it should be our family winter home for at least three generations of Medills, Pattersons and McCormicks,” Medill explained to Nellie. “The house is large enough to accommodate comfortably all that remains of the family. When your mother and father are laid away to their last and long asleep, I want Alta Villa to remain the winter home of the next younger generations.” In the wake of her youngest daughter’s death so far from home, Kitty Medill’s concerns for her descendants focused in particular on the family’s other delicate young redhead whose mother was so distant from her. After drafting and signing a new will, Kitty noted to Nellie that she intended to divide her formal jewelry between her two surviving daughters, but made clear that she especially wished the three-stone diamond ring she favored for every day to go to Cissy. “I have been so depressed for a couple of days,” she confessed in the spring of 1892. “Oh, my love Josie. Nellie,” she continued, “as your children grow up, the one who loves you best will love you most.” Living daily with an unrelenting sense of maternal loss had emboldened her to give voice to a matter that had concerned her tacitly for some time: “Do be good to Sissie [sic],” Kitty ventured. “I think you are partial to Joe.”

Whether prompted by her mother’s plea or not, at about this time Nellie’s interest in her daughter did appear to grow, apace, perhaps not coincidentally, with the attention Cissy was beginning to attract in society. Having turned eleven shortly before her aunt’s death, Cissy was strikingly tall and fine-boned; what her face might have lacked in conventional beauty, she made up for in her captivating deportment. Clipped and pruned by her mother’s unrelenting correction, she was developing exquisite manners but nevertheless managed to retain her natural, mischievous humor. Nellie Patterson had begun to apply an unsparing rigor to training her daughter’s form as well. Until the end of her life Cissy Patterson would attract admiration for the feline grace of her carriage and the musicality of her low voice. Though it is unclear exactly what methods Nellie Patterson employed or which authorities she consulted in cultivating these traits (except that Cissy’s sinuous walk resulted in part from the old book-on-the-head method common to ladies’ posture manuals), they were as relentless, evidently, as they were expensive. When asked in her sixties, about her still-arresting grace and mellifluousness, Cissy Patterson would laugh that her walk and her voice ought to be remarkable; her mother had spent thousands of dollars on each.

The young girl’s intellect, by contrast, was subject to less arduous cultivation. “This is the programme of the day,” Nellie informed her mother of twelve-year-old Cissy’s schooling. “Governess comes at 9. They go for a walk. The lessons last until lunch time with a recess at 11. This makes about 3 hours work,” she estimated, generously. “After lunch Sissy [sic] has half an hour to herself, then she has a music lesson & she walks, goes down town to shop for me or herself, goes to the dentist or anything else she has to do.” After returning home, Cissy spent her solitary afternoons and evenings drawing regal, forlorn figures, and reading voraciously those novels that her mother summarily forbade and that her aunt readily supplied. Confronted with the offending texts following Nellie’s periodic ransacks of Cissy’s room, Kate retorted with airy satisfaction, “There’s nothing in any of those books that Cissy doesn’t already know and probably practice.” If the suggestion achieved the aims of rankling her sister and driving a larger wedge between mother and daughter, it had little basis in fact. Beyond Kate’s louche literary influences (themselves no more disreputable in actuality than the likes of William Makepeace Thackeray’s Vanity Fair or Guy de Maupassant’s Boule de Suif), Cissy had little opportunity for unsupervised interaction with others, and less for corruption. As Joe had been sent to boarding school shortly before her tenth birthday, few unrelated young men entered the Patterson household during her teenage years. Her mother chose her few sanctioned girlfriends from among Chicago’s first families. Nellie discouraged Cissy’s participation in any activities, however innocent (setting up a lemonade stand in front of the house, for example), that she feared might smack of vulgarity or allow her daughter to interact, unchaperoned, with strangers.
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Eleven-year-old Cissy Patterson’s carte de visite, 1892 (Illustration credit 1.8)

By the early 1890s such austere cultivation began at last to bear fruit. At Nellie Patterson’s at-homes and teas and, increasingly, at the festivities of Chicago’s other prominent families—the Leiters’ skating parties, the Kelloggs’ nuptials—Cissy’s aristocratic bearing, her lithe elegance, her shy wit, excited approval, reflecting well not only on the girl, but on her mother as well. To Nellie’s gratification, by the middle of the decade the teenage Cissy had begun to gain a toehold further east as well. “Miss Elinor Patterson, of Chicago” appeared with a growing frequency on the society pages of the various eastern newspapers—mourning a noteworthy Philadelphian, disporting herself at a Westchester country club with “a number of New York’s best society people,” attending Brahmin brides in Boston. The arid chill of the Patterson household had begun to force a vivid bloom.

In California, the annus terribilis 1892 would visit additional trials on the Medills, despite their efforts to keep busy in the face of their crushing New Year’s loss. Their homebuilding labors complete at last, on Thursday, November 17, the couple moved into the comfortable wooden villa in which they intended to spend their old age and unite their descendants for generations to come. In the early hours of their fourth night in Alta Villa, a fitful Kitty Medill sat up in bed with a toothache. To her horror, through the east window of her bedroom she saw the glow of flames rising from the roof of the kitchen. She woke her husband immediately; Medill “saw at a glance the house was gone.” The couple frantically woke the servants, dispatching one to neighbors to raise the alarm. The efforts of the coachmen and gardener to quench the flames were rendered useless by the weak pressure of the few nearby hydrants; the house continued to burn while the closest fire engine made the three-mile journey to Altadena. In the meantime, choked and blinded by billowing smoke, the Medills and their staff endeavored to save what little they could. As Pasadena did not subscribe to the fire precautions required by law in Chicago, Medill managed to escape with only the blackened nightshirt on his back, the most valuable of his papers, and an armful of underwear.

“By 2:30 a.m.,” he wrote Rob Patterson at the Tribune editorial rooms two days later, as smoke and steam continued to rise from the sodden wreckage, “there was nothing standing or remaining of the fine house except three tottering chimney stacks and a big hole in the ground where the cellar had been, full of burning embers and our winter’s supply of coal.” After dinner, they discovered, the cook had carelessly emptied the ash from the stove at the foot of one wall of the newly filled woodshed. As in Chicago two decades before, the condition of the structure itself (“dry as punk”), the ready fuel of its contents, and the “gentle wind” that made Altadena so hospitable to affluent consumptives, had immediately overwhelmed Pasadena’s slim fire precautions. Unlike the Medill family’s Ohio farm half a century earlier, Alta Villa had at least been partly insured, although not sufficiently to cover the extensive renovations of the previous six months.

If the fires Medill had survived at the ages of twenty and forty-eight had been harbingers of eventual, great good fortune, the conflagration he weathered at sixty-nine augured only reversal. Over the coming months his wife’s health declined precipitously. Neither the wide variety of curatives she was administered nor the newfangled “ozone generating machine” dispatched from New York brought about the hoped-for improvement. Within a year of her youngest daughter’s death, Kitty was entirely bedridden and so weak that she could only communicate with her husband by whispering into his ear trumpet for a few minutes at a time before falling back on her pillow, exhausted. However remote and authoritarian a husband Joseph Medill had been in the early years of his marriage, the batterings of time, circumstance, and loss had softened him. His letters to Nellie Patterson in Chicago, on the one hand, chronicle the minutiae of Kitty’s care as he “grasped at every chance” to alleviate his wife’s suffering and prolong her life. On the other, they attest to Medill’s second-front efforts to curtail the grandiosity of Nellie’s architectural plans for the new home on Astor Street that she had commissioned Stanford White to design, as he parried her requests for the payment of mounting construction bills with weary, unheeded suggestions for economies. “The remaining milestones will be few and passed at a hobbling gait,” Medill wrote her on his seventieth birthday. “I am not tired of life; on the contrary, I still enjoy it and take a lively general interest in the progress of mankind and a special one in the unfolding development of the minds and characters of my grandchildren.”

For their parts, the young McCormicks and Pattersons made regular, affectionate efforts to keep him and their ailing grandmother abreast of their own affairs. True to form, Cissy had reported to her ever-sympathetic and often-conspiratorial grandfather in September 1890, “Mamma is going to put Joe and I in school everyday,” editorializing, “I do not think I will like it.” While the threat had gone unfulfilled in Cissy’s case, Joe had not been so lucky. In the fall of 1890, not yet twelve, he had been dispatched to boarding school in distant Groton, Massachusetts. Still able-bodied at the time, Kitty Medill had followed soon after, in order to ensure that her grandson had settled in and, naturally, to inspect. Groton’s headmaster, the Reverend Endicott Peabody, she reported, had found that Joe possessed “an original mind and was well informed.” The rector had been struck in particular by the boy’s sang froid and discernment. Although among the youngest in the school, within his first few weeks at Groton Joe had spoken up intrepidly in front of the entire student body during roll call in response to the question “What is the Kingdom of Heaven like?” Granted permission to speak, he remarked that one of his grandfathers was a clergyman and asserted sagely, “That question has never been accurately determined.”

The Reverend Endicott Peabody, a member of an eminent Massachusetts family and a well-respected Episcopal minister in his own right, had founded the school six years earlier. Emulating the muscular Christianity of the British boys’ public schools and endeavoring to inculcate in its transcendently privileged American student body a commitment to civic duty and public service, Groton would flourish under Peabody’s direction for the next fifty years. Though Joe’s determined ruggedness prevented him from breaking down in tears—at least in front of his schoolfellows (even after being punched by “a big bully named Sullivan” during his first month)—his letters home make clear that boarding school life sorely tested his fortitude.

Into the Groton student body, composed principally of the scions of preeminent northeastern families—among them Harrimans, Biddles, Auchinclosses, Whitneys, Lawrences, Sedgwicks, Grews, and a constant crop of Roosevelts, not a few of whom heckled the far-outnumbered midwesterners for their accents, their provincial manners, and the comparative (or, at least, regional) obscurity of their family names—Joe eagerly welcomed his fifteen-year-old cousin, Medill McCormick, in the fall of 1892. Though they occasionally engaged in what Medill, recently returned from England, described to Cissy as “delightful rows,” the reacquainted cousins were drawn together as much by a shared drive to write and a brooding religiosity as by their common lot at spartan Groton.

Both cousins devoted much of their brief spare time to writing and to publication of sorts. Jointly and separately, they wrote plays, copying the finished versions with the hectograph duplicator they had imported from home, for their schoolfellow cast members. Medill began to submit pieces to the monthly Grotonian. “I have just finished the best thing I have ever written and have been promised that it shall go in if there is room,” he confided hopefully to his grandfather in April 1894. “Thus I am urged on to greater efforts!” Though Joe’s nascent proletarian sympathies revealed themselves increasingly (prompting one master to despair of young Patterson as a “chronic revolutionary”), under the Reverend Dr. Peabody’s influence he earnestly considered baptism in the Episcopal Church as well. Under Joe’s sway, Medill followed suit. Joe, Medill related to the bedridden Kitty, who now spent most of her time contemplating her grandchildren and her Final Reward, “truly did convert me to confirmation & I believe it is best because if Holy Communion does anyone good I think it would me good [sic] & I can very seldom receive it in a Presbyterian service.”

In the spring of 1894, having twice failed and twice retaken the entrance examination, thirteen-year-old Bertie McCormick would join his brother and cousin at Groton at last. Never having ascended to the first secretaryship at the American legation, Rob McCormick had submitted his letter of resignation to Minister Lincoln in June 1891, but remained in London with his family in a new official capacity, promoting and publicizing Chicago’s upcoming Columbian Exposition. In the aftermath of her sister’s death, Kate McCormick had grown morbidly preoccupied with her own health and initiated the regular peregrinations to the various American and European spas that she would continue fitfully for the rest of her life. She visited her hypochondria on her sons by pulling them out of school and enrolling them elsewhere in the interest of their “health.” Once ensconced at Groton, Medill would escape most of these capricious uprootings until he left for New Haven in the fall of 1896. Bertie, by contrast, found himself a student at no fewer than three English boarding schools of inconsistent caliber, as well as the interne of a doddering Parisian widow who instructed him briefly in French, between the time of his arrival in London at eight and his eventual acceptance at Groton at thirteen. Though the treatment he had received from his English masters and peers ran the gamut from “sadistic” to benign, it was never clear what engendered in Bertie McCormick an animosity toward Great Britain so virulent that Time would confer upon him the distinction of being “the world’s most unrelenting Anglophobe” six decades later.

The origins of his lifelong abhorrence for the United States’ Eastern Establishment would be less murky, by contrast. He loathed Groton’s “caste system.” He deplored the pedagogical chauvinism that promoted “sectional patriotism” within the student body; though the boys learned about Lincoln and Washington, Robert Rutherford McCormick that arch-midwesterner of Southern extraction, would later allow, “all the rest of their heroes were New Englanders.” As the son of an American diplomat he had been accepted in England, he felt, on an equal footing with the most aristocratic of his schoolfellows. He was astonished, therefore, to find himself looked down upon at Groton by the mere heirs to huge northeastern industrial fortunes. The counsel of his disappointed but genteel father provided solace: “Tell them they are descendants of Boston tradesmen and you are descended from Virginia gentlemen.”

On May 1, 1893, Chicago at last threw open the gates of the magnificent beaux arts White City, erected along the banks of Lake Michigan as the site of the World’s Columbian Exposition. Commemorating Columbus’s discovery of the New World four centuries earlier, the World’s Fair likewise celebrated Chicago’s phoenixlike resurgence in the two decades since the Great Fire. Boasting such novelties as the first Ferris wheel, electric light, Cracker Jack, Scott Joplin’s rags, a movie theater, a Midway Plaisance complete with carnival attractions and sideshows, majestic landscaping by Frederick Law Olmsted, and some two hundred buildings housing new technologies and exhibits from nearly fifty nations, the fair would host more than twenty-five million visitors before closing six months later. The massive scale of the endeavor had forced it to open before its completion. In order to take in the full effect, therefore, Joseph Medill insisted he would not venture east to visit the white stucco dreamland before summertime. Nevertheless, he crowed to Nellie, “I am awfully proud of Chicago and will ever regret and deplore my ill health which prevented me from taking a leading and conspicuous part in the work of the last three years.” He added exuberantly that “the new wild and wooly western town” had acquitted itself spectacularly in the eyes of the world, and he was unable to restrain himself from editorializing that “New York would not have done a quarter as well. New York is too lazy—loves ease too well; is too selfish; and would never have made the sacrifice of mind, muscle and money required to insure a first class A1 show as Chicago has done.” With the excitement of a child, Medill prattled to Nellie that during his summertime stay in the Midwest he intended to make “three or four visits a week of two or three hours each” to the fair. He resolved likewise to hand over the editorial reins of the Tribune both in name and in practice to Rob Patterson at last, the better to enjoy himself in his twilight years. By early July, Kitty’s health had improved sufficiently to allow her to accompany her husband to Chicago. The Columbian Exposition exceeded Medill’s expectations. He was delighted with “the affair of the century” and projected that the local pluck and bravado that had produced it could not fail to make Chicago “the dominating city in the world” eighty-five years hence. “If there is ambition enough in our grandchildren,” he exulted to a Chicago Times reporter, “they will say: ‘Come, let us beat our forefathers and do something big!’ ”

After a lifetime of hard work that transformed Joseph Medill from an Ohio farm boy into an eminent editor and publisher, millionaire, kingmaker, and elder statesman of the Republican Party, Medill had reveled deservedly in the World’s Fair, the return to his beloved Chicago, and the short-lived improvement in his wife’s health. On October 1, 1894, Kitty Medill’s many afflictions would claim her at last.

What Is the News?

I like the school—& much more than I expected to; for all my saying beforehand that ‘I wanted to go,’ ” fifteen-year-old Cissy enthused to her attentive grandfather in late April 1896, adding, “I suppose the family would be amused to see me tuck up my skirts, roll up my sleeves, fall to, & make my bed. Then bustle around & dust my room, slam in drawers, put chairs in place, hang up my things, straighten out my bureau—& all in 15 min.!” Four years later, the June 1900, edition of Harper’s Bazaar would caution mothers that in selecting appropriate educational institutions for their daughters, “Friendships are often formed for life in the girls’ school, and it is wise for her parents to place her among her social equals, and where she may develop among those of her own station.” This was a consideration Nellie Patterson had anticipated, however. Following her brother and cousins east, Cissy had begun her brief formal education in the spring of 1896 at a finishing school her mother had selected in the Athens of America, among the daughters of the otherwise almost impenetrable patriciate of Boston.
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Sixteen-year-old Cissy Patterson, as a boarder at Miss Hersey’s school in Boston (Illustration credit 1.9)

Shortly after arrival at Miss Heloise E. Hersey’s School for Girls, Cissy reported that she liked her schoolmates and thought they liked her. She had begun to untangle the seeming knot of Beacon Hill and Back Bay streets. In fine weather she liked the city, especially the expanses of Boston Common and the Public Garden, and the green of Commonwealth Avenue; on rainy days she found Boston to be “a damp, crowded, crooked, stuffy little place,” complaining to her grandfather, “I don’t like it atall atall [sic].” Despite the private frustrations caused by the slim figure that rendered her a “late bloomer” in her own estimation (contemporary corsetry had endowed her mother with a “fully developed” hourglass form at the same age, Cissy lamented), she was delighted to report to her grandfather that although she was the youngest of the thirty-two pupils by three months, she was already the tallest girl in the school. “Yankeeland is noted for its tall, slim girls,” he responded—as ever, seizing upon the superiority of any product of Chicago, his granddaughter included—“but you do not look very tall, as you carry it off with a light step and an erect figure.” As Cissy grew more comfortable in her new surroundings, she quickly became adept at participating in only those elements of the girls’ closely supervised program that she enjoyed. “The thermometer stands at 91—Every girl of this house is sweltering inside Trinity Church except myself,” she told her grandfather on Sunday, May 10, 1896. “I begged off.” Though comfortable (if not luxurious) compared to the character-building austerities of Groton, the school and its regimen confronted the undisciplined teenager with the challenges of obedience, punctuality, and reprimand, however mild. “We are given three quarters of an hour to dress in—& ten minutes before breakfast is served a bell rings,” Cissy reported.


When prayers are begun the door is closed, so if you be late, you have to wait till all the rest are seated, then walk sheepishly down the room, make your apologies to the teacher & suddenly become very much interested in your coffee cup till the silence caused by your late-entrance is broken—Alas! I speak from experience—



Cissy’s busy, happy days flew by in Boston. Before the end of her first term, like “all” of her schoolmates she declared herself “devoted” to the institution’s redoubtable foundress, Miss Heloise Edwina Hersey.

The last decades of the nineteenth century were a golden age for American private education. In emulation of the pattern established by the beneficiaries of earlier fortunes, newly rich parents in growing numbers sent their sons to what F. Scott Fitzgerald, another midwesterner anxious for approval further east, would later describe as “the land of schools,” New England. Endicott Peabody’s Groton sought to emulate and build upon both the homegrown example of the Phillips family’s late-eighteenth-century academies in Andover, Massachusetts, and Exeter, New Hampshire, and of the British public school model, particularly Thomas Arnold’s Rugby. Women’s education expanded as well. Vassar, modeled closely on the men’s colleges of Harvard, Princeton, and Yale, opened its doors to young women in 1861, and would be joined by its six sisters, Wellesley, Smith, Radcliffe, Bryn Mawr, Mount Holyoke, and Barnard, as each won accreditation over the next three decades. Much as the burgeoning boys’ preparatory schools sought to instill manly virtue, so a growing number of girls’ schools attempted to inculcate a corresponding feminine probity. The small number of females’ and young ladies’ academies that existed in the United States in the early and middle decades of the nineteenth century—among them Emma Willard’s Troy Female Seminary in upstate New York, Abbot Academy in Andover, Massachusetts, and Sarah Porter’s School for Girls in Farmington, Connecticut—rose exponentially. Though the growth of girls’ education was a nationwide phenomenon (Marlborough School opened in Los Angeles in 1888), nowhere was the trend more pronounced than on the East Coast. In New York, for example, Mr. Brearley’s school was joined soon afterward by institutions established by the Misses Spence and Chapin, respectively. The National Cathedral School opened in Washington, D.C., in 1899; it would be joined by Lucy Madeira’s School in 1906. By the turn of the century, a clear pedagogical and philosophical dichotomy had emerged between those girls’ schools that “finished” their students for lives of genteel domesticity and those that prepared them for the rigors of college.

Though as headmistress, Miss Heloise Hersey had been entrusted with the task of making ladies of the daughters of the affluent, like the growing sorority of her colleagues across the eastern seaboard (typically erudite, entrepreneurial, and unmarried) she was not herself the product of means or privilege. The daughter of a well-respected doctor from Oxford, Maine, she had served as one of two professors of belles lettres at Smith College before founding her own school for girls at 25 Chestnut Street on Beacon Hill in 1886, at the mature age of thirty-three. There she served as headmistress while continuing to teach English literature and publish criticism on the side. Though unable to vote, Miss Hersey harbored fervent Republican sentiments and unshakable opinions on local and national political matters, draping red, white, and blue bunting from the girls’ windows in a frenzy of McKinleyite zeal, Cissy would report to her approving grandfather in the autumn of 1896, a few days before the presidential election.

Despite Miss Hersey’s 1876 Vassar diploma and her appointment at Smith, she had revised her thoughts on the necessity of higher education for women. To be truly educated, she believed, her charges should be “skilled at the art of living,” by which she meant they should develop a “sense of proportion,” along with discipline, veracity, loyalty, and patriotism. Above all, the brisk spinster had concluded over the years, young ladies should cultivate the “ability to love,” and be “lovable” themselves. To these ends, therefore, Miss Hersey’s pupils had little ultimate need for higher degrees, for classical languages or rigorous mathematical and scientific inquiry. Rather, they might absorb much of what they needed to know from reading the Great Books. The 1897 Annual Circular of Miss Heloise E. Hersey’s School for Girls announced, therefore, that the institution was “especially intended to supply education to girls for whom a complete collegiate course is, for one reason or another, impossible or undesirable.” With no opportunity to follow her male relatives into journalism—and with an ambitious mother who followed in the expanding society columns in newspapers nationwide the fortunes of American heiresses who had achieved “spectacular international matches” to titled European aristocrats—Cissy Patterson was just such a girl.

Cissy’s “First Lit” class included readings from Sir Walter Scott, Daniel Defoe, Lord Byron, and William Shakespeare, which required the girls to “look up notes” in the appendices in order to explicate passages to Miss Hersey’s satisfaction in class. “This may seem a slight work for five weeks’ time, but in this class above all others there can be no ‘shirking’ or half-learned lessons,” Cissy assured her grandfather, adding, “Miss Hersey pounces on the girl who gives a dubious answer & won’t let her have peace till she admits her lesson is not studied.” The wizened editor delighted both in his granddaughter’s literary progress and in the accompanying improvement he detected in her prose. “There was a freedom and swing in the sentences indicating study and advancement on your part,” he noted in response to her early letters from Boston, and reflected, “Your mother always wrote well since she was your age, better than her sister, your aunt. I am glad that your school and teacher please you. I look for more rapid progress in your studies and a fine polish in your manners, because, like rosewood and sugar maple, you have a grain that is susceptible of taking on an elegant tone.”

Having arrived late in the school year of 1896, Cissy had (not unhappily) been unable to fit any of the school’s gentle math or modern language offerings into her schedule, and so, when not reading Great Books for Miss Hersey, she enjoyed considerable leisure time. Cousin Medill McCormick, soon to graduate, made the trip from Groton to Boston on weekends to visit. “Or rather,” Cissy confided to her grandfather after an enjoyable Saturday afternoon, “from Mr. Billing’s point of view he came in to see a Latin play. Anyway, we had great fun. It didn’t seem to weigh very much on Medill’s conscience that he was going to be an hour or two late & of course if he didn’t care for consequences I didn’t either.” She would maintain a particular affection for her handsome, sensitive elder cousin throughout her life. For his part, Medill McCormick had been captivated by the “princesse lointaine” Cissy had become during his years in England, and returned her attachment. By contrast, Cissy’s relations with “Bertie the swipe,” always awkward, would grow increasingly fraught over the coming decades. Little given to romance in his own right and exhibiting still less interest in probing the affections of others, the younger McCormick would later dismiss as “pure bunkum” the suggestion that his brother had ever harbored anything more than ordinary familial attachment for the boys’ alluring female cousin, scoffing, “She always thought everybody was in love with her.” Nevertheless, as Cissy appeared increasingly at dances and other youthful entertainments over the course of the 1890s, her cousin Medill took to dampening the interest she sparked among his contemporaries. Though zealously defended by chaperones or watchfully attended by her cousin during her fledgling sorties into society, Cissy managed to engage in chaste flirtations with a few admirers, among them Freddy McLaughlin, the handsome, athletic heir to a substantial Chicago coffee fortune, and Blair Fairchild, a musically inclined Harvard undergraduate and old Grotonian.

Nellie and Rob Patterson arrived in Boston in early June 1896 to take their daughter to Europe, as had been their custom for the previous three summers. Along the way, Cissy kept a diary, recounting (and occasionally drawing) her already world-weary impressions of her fellow passengers and the cities she visited, her commentary on the books she read, and, less often, her reflections on herself. “Why is it that everybody else looks so comfortable?” she wondered, alluding to her increasingly characteristic restlessness, from the deck of the St. Louis in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean. “For a few minutes I may be contented enough, but soon a cold wind comes creeping round my back, the rug slips apart, etc. While my next-door neighbors sit quietly back for hours—always warm, always comfortable & happy!” Cissy would abandon her journal-keeping in just over a month. From Geneva, in the last entry in her own hand, the teenage diarist announced pointedly: “When I get back to Boston I will write down what I really think of things & people, but as Mamma reads this whenever she gets a chance, & writes ‘When this you see, remember to be a good girl’ all over the book, it would hardly pay to do so now.” Indeed, afterward Nellie Patterson commandeered her daughter’s gilt-edged diary entirely, maintaining it well into her dotage in the 1920s as the record of her minute account-keeping, not only for her considerable expenditures but also in settling scores with her sister Kate.

“Like most people now-a-days I have had the grippe,” nineteen-year-old Cissy informed her grandfather on January 20, 1899, admitting freely, “As it curtailed my vacation at one end and I determined it should pay me at the other, so I came to Washington to recuperate fully, on extra leave, before returning to school.” Joseph Medill’s long journalistic and political experience of dodging sudden “friends” among supplicants and office-seekers had taught him to dislike the nation’s capital, itself born of fierce dispute and resentful compromise on reclaimed, mosquito-ridden swampland. “Some people love to live in Washington,” he had admitted to the Tribune’s readership on March 17, 1861, adding, “Your correspondent is not one of this class. To him it is always an irksome place of abode.” At the close of the eighteenth century, the concept of a fixed capital city as prescribed by Article One of the Constitution had provoked in some quarters passionate fear for the very survival of egalitarianism in the fledgling democracy, lest the permanent seat of the federal republic devolve into an imitation of an Old World court while giving rise to an entrenched aristocracy, fawning before a monarchial president. Others, by contrast, welcomed (and contributed eagerly to) the growth of a palatial capital and a new social elite.

During Reconstruction, the “Antiques,” those antebellum Southern stalwarts of Washington society, had been swept from preeminence by waves of carpetbaggers, Union heroes, and Northern Republicans. By the close of the nineteenth century, the city was flooded with recent millionaires scrambling for the dry land of social legitimization. Washington, D.C.’s cyclical transience, the tidal regularity of the federal election cycle, and the associated ebb and flow of cabinet secretaries, staff members, journalists, and foreign dignitaries had distinguished the capital as “easy to break into” among the socially ambitious who had met with icy receptions further north.

Nellie Patterson determined, therefore, to spend the winter of 1899 in the District of Columbia for the social season. After renting a comfortable house on elegant, if unfinished, 16th Street, she began looking about her for more permanent accommodation. As the Tribune’s former Washington correspondent, Rob Patterson knew the burgeoning city well; he accompanied his wife at first, but soon returned to Chicago to resume his editorial duties. His father’s death five years earlier had left him with an inheritance of some $100,000.11 Prudent investment of the sum had liberated him from continued financial dependence on his wife. After Nellie arrived in Washington in 1899, the Pattersons grew further apart, eventually maintaining separate residences and, for the most part, separate lives. On January 20, Nellie felt herself sufficiently well established to receive “at home” for the first time, Cissy reported to her grandfather: “Many people called, and there were no end of solemn footmen gossiping about the door step while their mistresses gossiped inside.” Indulging the old patriot, she added with stock disapproval, “I fear the cockades on the hats of the diplomats’ coachmen have an evil effect upon our American citizen.” Having gone unnoticed in the Northeast, her mother met with immediate acclaim in Washington. The following month, Nellie Patterson’s voluminous scrapbook reveals that in a city boasting “enough silk worn every winter to carpet a whole state” and “pearls by the bushel and diamonds by the peck,” she was distinguished in the press as one of the two “most admirably gowned and gorgeously jeweled women” at a Supreme Court dinner over which President McKinley himself presided. “She is tall and moves with exceeding grace,” another of her clippings trilled, “when she made her appearance on Wednesday, wearing a gown of white satin, made with a broad flounce of pale pink satin and with a tiara of diamonds handsomer than any thing that has been seen since Mrs. Whitelaw Reid [wife of the former United States ambassador to France] dined in the White House a few weeks ago.”

“Lots of people have been asking for you and I tell them that Mamma expects you before very long,” Cissy continued in the account she scribbled of her mother’s triumphs for her grandfather, and closed, as ever, with conspiratorial affection: “Perhaps when you are here I may be clever enough to have another attack of grippe and come to Washington again to convalesce.” After two leisurely years in Boston she had left Miss Hersey’s for further refinement at her mother and aunt’s alma mater in Farmington, Connecticut, in 1898. Sarah Porter had founded her school for girls there in 1843, a decade before Heloise Hersey’s birth. Though Miss Hersey was no radical in her thoughts on female education or the Woman Question, Miss Porter maintained views even more staunchly traditional. She flatly opposed women’s suffrage. Though she had been privately tutored by Yale professors in her Connecticut girlhood, she lamented the proliferation of female seminaries and women’s colleges that she had witnessed over the course of her long pedagogical career—so much so, in fact, that she refused to hire even “one college trained woman” to teach at her school, complaining that she found them “narrow, arrogant,” and unable to “infuse the spirit which I want.” A minister’s daughter, Miss Porter was a fervent Christian who believed it to be her duty to prepare her charges for their ordained roles as wives, homemakers, and mothers, arguing, “I do not believe we can revolutionize what God has so implanted in us as the relations of man and woman in this world.”

Cissy objected less to life at Farmington than had her mother and aunt before her; upon arrival in 1870, sixteen-year-old Kate had pronounced the quaint New England village to be “without exception” one of the “worst, pokey, humdrum, disagreeable places” she had ever seen. Cissy showed little more attachment to the institution, however. Rather, her surviving correspondence suggests a variety of schemes to profit by her delicate constitution in order to “convalesce” in more agreeable locations. “Ruth Hanna is going south in a week or two to Thomasville to join her family there for a short time,” she informed her grandfather on March 1, 1899, adding suggestively, “I envy her the warmth and sunshine and lazy out-of-door life which she will find waiting for her.”

Ailing Joseph Medill was no stranger to the charms and health benefits that had made Thomasville, Georgia, a popular winter haven among affluent, often invalid, northerners in the late nineteenth century. He had spent the winter of 1893–94 there for both personal and political reasons. Unlike the cold mists of Pasadena, he hoped, Thomasville’s mild climate, its early spring, its celebrated pine-scented breezes and magnificent flowering dogwoods, would have a restorative effect on his wife’s health. Moreover, the old kingmaker had come at the suggestion of his friend, Ohio industrialist and Republican Party activist Marcus Alonzo Hanna. Having masterfully orchestrated William B. McKinley’s gubernatorial campaign in 1891 and more recently his reelection bid in 1893, Hanna hoped to acquaint better the principal owner of the Chicago Tribune with the Republican governor of Ohio with an eye to the presidential election of 1896. Still shaken by the death of her sister a year earlier and growing increasingly excitable on the subjects of ill health and cold climates, Kate McCormick had swept her boys out of Groton for much of the term, and with them joined her parents in Thomasville. The same winter, a bout of whooping cough had prompted the Hannas, likewise, to remove their daughter Ruth from boarding school, so that she might recuperate under their supervision in the South. While Mark Hanna and William McKinley courted Joseph Medill by shouting their enthusiasm for protective tariffs and the gold standard into his ear trumpet, fourteen-year-old Ruth Hanna and sixteen-year-old Medill McCormick became better acquainted as well, riding in the woods together and attending the same entertainments, dances, and picnics. Though young Medill McCormick would long afterward discourage his cousin Cissy’s beaux and admirers, he himself had already formed a competing attachment.

In the wake of his wife’s death in 1894, Joseph Medill’s own health, never robust, declined markedly. He remained peripatetic, however, visiting the resorts of Thomasville and Palm Beach in winter to ease his rheumatism, and traveling to celebrated spas and mineral springs to alleviate his lumbago (according to habit and conviction, however, drinking only distilled water so as to forestall the ravages of “liming up”). If his body was slowing, his mind retained much of its old agility. Though he decided against a run for the United States Senate from Illinois in 1895 at the mature age of seventy-two, he continued to hold a panoramic view of the world and maintain an editor’s omnivorous interest in its inhabitants, affairs, and advances. From Bar Harbor he wrote to Nellie in July 1896, on the upcoming presidential election and Mark Hanna’s efforts on behalf of William McKinley, lamenting, “The Republicans have a desperate fight on their hands” to save the nation from the populist, Democratic, free-silver candidate, William Jennings Bryan, and his “bad money.” In the same sitting Medill also reported on Chicago society gossip and a figure of particular interest, he knew, to his correspondent: “Mrs. P. Palmer is trying her wings at Newport among New York plutocracy.”
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Joseph Medill and his grandchildren in 1899, the year of his death. Standing: Cissy Patterson and Medill McCormick. Seated: Bertie McCormick (left), Joseph Medill, and Joe Patterson. (Illustration credit 1.10)

While Cissy convalesced at her mother’s new home in Washington in January 1899, her grandfather—more persuaded than ever that he was in the process of “shuffling off this mortal coil”—had arrived at the Hotel Menger in San Antonio, Texas, for the winter. Although the old man found his appetite and his strength had “faded out,” preventing him from leaving his hotel room for days at a time, he maintained his accustomed vigil over national and international affairs through a panoply of newspapers. The explosion and sinking of the battleship Maine in Havana harbor the previous year—which the old jingoist (and indeed many Americans, Medill’s colleagues in the press in particular) took as Spain’s “diabolical insult” to the United States—had rekindled enough of the ferocity of his youth to invigorate him throughout the Senate’s ratification of the peace treaty. Despite his growing infirmities, Medill’s letters both to his family and to the Tribune staff ring with spry indignation at what he saw as the august body’s bungling not only in concluding the Spanish-American War but in ratifying the currently debated Anglo-German Samoa Convention during the early winter of 1899. “Tell Robert,” he ordered Nellie, “to take the position in the Tribune that it would be better for our country to abandon the Samoan islands than to have any disturbing, serious quarrel over them with our friends the Germans, cousins by blood, language, religion, literature, science, art and civilization.”

Though Medill still maintained a proud independence, insisting that he needed no visitors during his sojourn in Texas, he was not in fact alone. “Bertie is here with me,” he wrote Nellie in late January. Kate had pulled her younger son out of Groton during the winter of his sixth-form year and sent him to San Antonio, where he studied mathematics in preparation for joining his elder brother and cousin at Yale the following autumn. “He is good company,” his grandfather had found. “I would feel lonesome without him.”

Though not unexpected, Joseph Medill’s end was sudden. On Thursday, March 16, 1899, he took his morning coffee and read the papers as usual, with Bertie and his doctors at his bedside. Medill’s long experience and painful observation of illness and death had aligned with his old flair for phrase-making in prompting careful reflection on the composition of his last words. Dictating copy to the last, in this case for the obituaries that would run internationally in the days that followed, he looked up from the newspapers he had just finished reading and informed his private physician, “My last words shall be: ‘What is the news?’ ” Ten minutes later he lost consciousness. The immediate cause of death, his doctors concluded, was heart failure.


Colony of Palatial Homes around Dupont Circle

That Portion of the City That Barely Thirty Years Ago Was Laughed at Has Become One the World’s Greatest Centers for Homes of Wealth, Luxury, and Refinement

—WASHINGTON (D.C.) TIMES, DECEMBER 21, 1902
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Dupont Circle as it looked in the early decades of the twentieth century from the west, at the convergence of P Street and Massachusetts Avenue. “Patterson House,” at number 15, is visible across the circle, slightly to the left, through the trees. (Illustration credit 1.11)

When Joseph Medill’s will was filed at the Cook County Probate Court ten days after his death, the document revealed that, having begun his life as a poor immigrant farm boy, he had departed it nearly seventy-six years later, leaving an estate valued at some $4.5 million.12 He had seen fit to make a number of testamentary gifts to charity and to relatives, and left $1,00013 each to several veteran Tribune employees. With regard to his immediate family, despite his attempts to persuade Nellie in October 1898, that beyond his Tribune holdings, he had “only some cats & dogs” to bequeath to her and her sister, his daughters’ equal halves of his personal property—mostly in the form of bonds and real estate—would in fact be valued at roughly $1 million each. The remainder of Medill’s estate, estimated to be worth some $2.5 million, was composed of his Chicago Tribune stock.

Medill’s careful estate planning had been driven by the objective of preserving the paper as “a party organ, never to be the supporter of that party which sought to destroy the American Union or that exalts the State above the Union.” The future administration and disposition of his 1,070 (of the paper’s original 2,000) shares had been the subject of some disagreement during the last year of his life. In his declining years, Medill had hoped fervently for harmony among his four grandchildren and their progeny—vividly aware of the rancor that existed between his two surviving children. These considerations had prompted him to take steps to ensure that his majority stake would remain intact for the benefit of all of his descendants, while preventing his querulous daughters from interfering (directly, at least) in the management of his beloved Chicago Tribune. To these ends, Medill determined that the stock he had struggled so long to accumulate would best be held in trust for his progeny, rather than left to them outright. Initially Medill had intended to vest full power to vote, manage or sell the stock en bloc in two trustees alone: his attorney (and Minister Robert Todd Lincoln’s law partner), William G. Beale, and his own son-in-law and trusted successor, both as president of the Tribune Company and as editor in chief of the paper itself, Rob Patterson. The same spirit of generosity and fair-mindedness that had earlier motivated Rob Patterson to actively support Rob McCormick’s preferment at the London legation had likewise prompted him to refuse to subject his unlucky but proud in-laws to “such a mortification” as Medill’s two-trustee plan implied, however. Patterson would decline to serve, he had told his father-in-law in the spring of 1898, if Medill refused to extend the courtesy of creating a third trusteeship so as to permit Rob McCormick the dignity and autonomy of representing his wife and children’s interests in the administration of the proposed trust. As with his support of McCormick’s promotion in London, it was a gesture Patterson would come to regret bitterly. At the time, however, his father-in-law acceded to his demand and Beale drew up the documents accordingly.

The trust would terminate upon the decease of both of Medill’s daughters. Without the consent of at least two trustees, neither lady could influence the administration or sale of the stock—or, by extension, the newspaper. In fact, neither would actually own any part of the Tribune; the trust made Kate McCormick and Nellie Patterson and their descendants the beneficiaries of the stock’s dividends without making them owners of the shares themselves. For the rest of their lives Cissy’s generation would enjoy the lavish material, journalistic, and political windfalls of their grandfather’s legacy, but Medill’s grandchildren were not his direct heirs.

The fond old man had made one exception to this otherwise ironclad estate-planning rule, however. Alone among his descendants Medill had singled out eighteen-year-old Cissy to receive a portion of his proudest possession directly: ten shares of Chicago Tribune stock in her own right—over and above the rich dividends of the trust that she would share equally with the other surviving members of her generation. Joseph Medill had cherished the hope that his careful planning would extinguish the discord between the McCormick and Patterson branches of his family once and for all upon the eventual deaths of his two daughters. The comparatively small but unmistakable token of favoritism that the gift represented (along with the disproportionate power the ten shares would later confer upon their owner at Tribune Company stockholder meetings) would serve only to awaken old jealousies and animosities, however, decades after Joseph and Kitty Medill and their captious daughters had been laid to rest in the family vault at Graceland Cemetery.

Though Nellie Patterson, like her sister Kate McCormick, would complain bitterly of being “tied up tightly” by the strictures imposed by Medill’s will and the trust he had established for their (and, indeed, the Tribune’s) benefit, the outside observer might have arrived at the opposite conclusion: rather than constrain them in any way, their father’s death appeared instead to have unleashed them. Not only could both ladies spend more lavishly—with little oversight and less complaint—than ever before, but, going forward, both were free to indulge unabashedly in pursuits the patriarch had earlier condemned as undignified, undemocratic, and un-American.

On March 30, 1900, just after the first anniversary of Joseph Medill’s death and the conclusion of her own second brilliant Washington season, Nellie Patterson paid $83,40614 for a lot on the capital’s increasingly fashionable Dupont Circle. Charles Pierre L’Enfant’s original 1791 plan for the capital showed Massachusetts Avenue, transecting the city from Southeast, near the banks of the Anacostia River, to Northwest, by the miasmal ravines of Rock Creek. The quagmire that made up much of the thoroughfare’s surrounding landscape would long discourage the development of its outermost reaches, however. Until nearly the third quarter of the nineteenth century, the foggy, low-lying wilderness surrounding “The Slashes,” at what was then northwestern Massachusetts Avenue’s most remote “Pacific Circle,” would be home only to a few sleepy country estates and occasional host to those intrepid hunters and sportsmen who were undeterred by swarming mosquitoes. In 1871, a syndicate of western speculators, among them the mining millionaire and Nevada “Silver Senator” William Morris Stewart, began buying up much of Pacific Circle and its far-flung environs at ten cents a foot. By 1873, an oasis of paved streets and sidewalks, sewage systems and water mains, had emerged from the surrounding wasteland. Soon after, the Silver Senator’s huge, five-story, red-brick, turreted Second Empire mansion sprang up in solitary splendor on the north side of Pacific Circle.

By the time Nellie Patterson bought one of the remaining coveted “points” surrounding the circular park at the intersection of Massachusetts, Connecticut, and New Hampshire Avenues as well as Nineteenth and P Streets seventeen years later, the area had undergone considerable transformation. Even its name had been changed to honor Union naval hero Admiral Samuel Francis Du Pont, in 1882. Having stood in unrivaled magnificence for more than a decade, the Silver Senator’s mansion (ridiculed in the longer-established neighborhoods of Capitol Hill and Lafayette Square as “Stewart’s Folly”) had been dwarfed by each year’s new crop of opulent homes. By 1902, the Washington Times would contend that “of Washington’s half hundred millionaires, a considerable portion lie in the traditional stone’s throw radius of Dupont Circle.” Inventors Alexander Graham Bell and George Westinghouse had homes in the area. Despite Dupont Circle’s three-mile distance from the Capitol, a growing number of elected and appointed officials flocked to build or buy in the area, among them Secretary of State James G. Blaine, Senator Joseph B. Foraker of Ohio, and a number of “Bonanza Kings,” who had been elected to Congress after amassing staggering fortunes in their home states. Phoebe Apperson Hearst—widow of mining magnate and United States senator from California, George Hearst, and mother of William Randolph Hearst, that upstart publisher who would shortly succeed in using his inheritance and his expanding newspaper holdings on either coast to launch himself to two terms in Congress from New York—lived just south of Dupont Circle. In 1899 the Silver Senator who had sparked the area’s vogue would sell his home to one of the richest men in the world, the “Copper King,” Senator William A. Clark of Montana, at a reported profit of 1,000 percent. By 1902, ground had been broken and construction begun on the “Colorado Gold and Silver King’s Palace” at nearby 2020 Massachusetts Avenue. Born in Tipperary, Ireland, Tom Walsh had endured a life of itinerant poverty, hard labor, and fruitless gold-digging until 1896, when he struck pay dirt in the form of a gold vein three feet wide and six miles long at the Camp Bird Mine in Colorado. The following year, the “Colorado Croesus,” Mrs. Walsh, and their children, Vinson and Evalyn, arrived in the nation’s capital, where the generous, if unvarnished, Grand Old Party enthusiast and his family encountered a warm welcome.

“That portion of the city that barely thirty years ago was laughed at has become one of the world’s greatest centers for homes of wealth, luxury and refinement,” the Washington Times crowed in 1902. If the mounting opulence, desirability, and real estate prices of the neighborhood had decisively stifled the guffaws of its early detractors, there was nevertheless one who continued to subject Dupont Circle to loud and unrelenting derision long after the turn of the century—especially within earshot of her younger sister. As Nellie Patterson busied herself with the architectural plans for the ornate, white marble Italianate palace she had commissioned Stanford White to design for her plot in 1901, as she oversaw the construction and tended lovingly to the decoration that would cost her some $181,66015 over the next two years, she was harangued and taunted at every opportunity by Kate McCormick (who did not yet own her own Washington, D.C., home), with jibes about the “malaria swamp” at “Dupont Circle Hollow” on which she had been fool enough to build.
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Dupont Circle at the dawn of the twentieth century. Building on the Circle (in square 136, lot 2, on the northeastern side) placed socially ambitious Nellie Patterson only steps from some of Washington’s richest and most prominent citizens, among them the Boardmans, the Wadsworths, the Leiters, the Blaines, the Walshes, and the Hearsts. (Illustration credit 1.11a)

However tormented by her sister, Nellie Patterson could take solace from the new and renewed connections the neighborhood afforded. She was not the first Chicagoan to take up residence in Dupont Circle. The spectacularly successful triumvirate of dry-goods merchants, Marshall Field and his two original partners, Potter Palmer and Levi Leiter—along with their ambitious wives and young families—had been wintering in the capital for the social season since the early 1880s. The Leiters, for example, had leased Secretary of State James G. Blaine’s red-brick mansion on the south side of Dupont Circle for nearly a decade, reportedly at the astonishing sum of more than $10,000 per year, before building their own vast white-brick home in 1891. If the capital enjoyed a growing reputation among the newly rich and the socially ambitious at the end of the nineteenth century, it was beginning to capture the attention of the unmarried as well. It was the Leiters (or more specifically, their three beautiful, cultivated, monumentally dowered daughters) who contributed perhaps more than anyone else to the city’s growing reputation among eligible young men, enterprising mothers, and hopeful daughters—not to mention canny adventurers and profligate European aristocrats—as an unsurpassed “marriage market.” Mary Leiter, born in 1870, had married the dashing thirty-five-year-old Conservative member of Parliament, George Curzon, at St. John’s Episcopal Church in the shadow of the White House, in 1895. Levi Leiter had seen his eldest off to her new home in England with a dowry widely speculated to have been between $3 million and $5 million. She would become Baroness Curzon of Kedleston and Vicereine of India three years later. Mary Curzon’s younger sisters would make much-ballyhooed “brilliant international matches” as well. By the time Daisy Leiter married the Earl of Suffolk in November 1904, and the youngest, Nancy, married the British army’s Colonel Colin Campbell a few weeks later at Christmastime, the staggering sum of $10 million had reportedly been settled on each.

One 1909 estimate placed the number of American “women of fortune” who had married European aristocrats since the Republic’s inception at 360. Another, from 1908, contended that 150 such marriages had taken place in the previous two decades alone. Whatever the accurate figure, the number of “international matches” (according to what had become the stock term)—or as Congressman Charles Garvin of Chicago characterized them, instances “where soiled and frayed nobility is exchanged for a few million American dollars wrung from the lambs of Wall Street, with a woman thrown in”—only continued to grow in number.

Long the subject of public note and the inspiration for drawing-room farces and novels of manners in the United States, international marriages had become a matter of controversy by the first decade of the twentieth century. Though the poet and Harper’s Bazaar editor Margaret Sangster allowed that a few such unions had been genuine love matches, she feared that “far too many foreign marriages are entered upon by our girls without serious thought and with little notion of the life that may follow them.” In her “From Woman’s Viewpoint” column, Betty Bradeen remarked in the Washington, D.C., Herald in 1906, “It is said, with some degree of truth, that the heiress who buys a title deserves whatever misfortune goes with it.” Bradeen reminded her readers, however, that an heiress “always runs grave danger in marrying” any husband, foreign or domestic, and concluded, progressively, that when such marriages devolved into intolerable unhappiness—or indeed, brutality—“the remedy for future happiness is the divorce court.” Novelist Booth Tarkington denounced most international unions as “deplorable failures,” and placed the blame squarely on the shoulders of “the socially ambitious American mother, who insists upon her daughter’s marriage to a foreign nobleman because she aspires to social prominence.” In February 1908, that self-made immigrant and philanthropic eugenicist Andrew Carnegie informed the New York Genealogical Society that he deplored the fashionable coupling of American vigor and ingenuity with European degeneracy.

Those of a patriotic, protectionist bent objected as much to the fundamentally un-American and undemocratic nature of the growing “craze for European titles” or “Europamania” as to the enormous capital flight international marriages reportedly occasioned. In his “Dukedoms for Ducats” exposé in the Washington Herald Literary Magazine for May 30, 1909, P. Harvey Middleton reminded his readership that “by our little fracas of 1776 we cut loose from royalty and all its insignia and set to work as plain Americans to develop the vast natural resources of our country,” and lamented that no small portion of the enormous resulting fortunes had left the United States as the dowries of newlywed countesses, princesses, and duchesses from New York, Pittsburgh, Washington, and Chicago. Though Middleton acknowledged that the astonishing figure was “probably exaggerated” due to the difficulties of fact-checking matters of such intimacy, nevertheless he estimated that in total some $900 million had left the United States for Europe as part of the brisk, ongoing trade in “titles for treasure.” The alarm had already been sounded on Capitol Hill. In January 1908, Representative Adolph J. Sabath of Chicago had proposed a bill to impose a tax of 25 percent on any dowries, financial settlements, gifts, or advances of any sort connected with the marriages of citizens of the United States to foreigners.

If flag-waving Americans looked askance at the flight of the nation’s daughters and its capital to the courts of the Old World, unmarried European girls and their mothers were no more enthusiastic about the matter. In Munich, Bavaria, for example, a group of unattached (but nonetheless droll) young ladies offering unimpressive dowries placed an advertisement in the local Neueste Nachrichten for an “International Marriage Institute for Wealthy American Heiresses.” It went on to offer for “sale” sundry counts, princes, officers, and grandees representing European noble houses of varying age and authenticity, some of the candidates boasting admirable abilities on the tennis court, others admitting to only “slight moral defects,” all of whom might be had for what American heiresses would consider reasonable prices—in addition to the discharge of their prospective bridegrooms’ gambling debts.

The domestic press covered those who left their native shores as rich girls to be received in Europe as titled ladies, in revolving-door fashion for an American public breathless for news of their privileged compatriots abroad. For the starry-eyed girl and her sentimental mother, the society pages offered fairy-tale accounts of pampered brides, dashing grooms, and true transatlantic love under such headlines as “An American Princess,” “Not Gold, but the Girl Charmed Count Széchenyi,” and “She Is Now a Duchess.” These included lavish descriptions of expanses of tulle and lace, sumptuous refreshments, bowers of flowers, treasuries of wedding presents, and guest lists resplendent with the glamour of grandiose titles and unpronounceable names. Along with the “society chat” of the American newspaper, the expanding photographic sections offered glimpses of the ongoing adventures of international brides of yesteryear. During Cissy’s last years of schooling at Miss Porter’s and Nellie’s first in Washington, the American press was as full of reports and photo spreads of the Pattersons’ onetime neighbor, the former Mary Leiter, the beautiful, Chicago-born vicereine of India, riding elephants and admiring the Taj Mahal. In like fashion, the statuesque and philanthropic Duchess of Marlborough, the former Consuelo Vanderbilt of New York, graced the pages of publications coast to coast, as she ministered to the poor and the sick on her husband’s estate at Blenheim Palace. Nellie Patterson’s contemporary, the former Jennie Jerome of Brooklyn, would continue to make international headlines until her death in 1921, as the ravishing and irrepressible Lady Randolph Churchill, rendering almost incidental the announcements of the births of her sons, Winston and Jack.

For the censorious, the patriotic, or, indeed, the envious, the latest international match inevitably provoked comment: “Is It Love or Money Wins an American Heiress?” “America’s Great Loss,” “Europe Gets Another Fortune,” “Americans Are Mad,” “Blames the Mother,” “Andrew Carnegie Scores Noblemen: Says American Women Should Not Marry Worthless Foreigners.” A few pages later, the headlines of the gossip column—rapidly metastasizing in publications nationwide—shouted in bold caps the cruel disappointments, the discoveries of lurid dissipations, the squandered dowries and, occasionally, the sad homecomings of the earlier-initiated members of that elite sorority of cosmopolitan brides: “Count Boni Was Expensive,” “NOBLEMEN SHADOWED BY ‘PASTS,’ ” “SEPARATION IS NEAR: Duke of Marlborough Quarrels with American Wife,” “DUCHESS COMES BACK: Reported She Will Remain Until Talk Ceases. DEED OF SEPARATION SIGNED.”

The surnames of American girls who had made such marriages were not only, as the Washington Times Magazine trilled, “synonymous with vast fortunes,” they were closely associated with the history of the nation itself, among them Astor, Bonaparte, Burden, Colgate, Endicott, Field, Flagler, Grant, Goelet, Gould, Hamilton, Hale, Jay, Lawrence, Lee, Livermore, Phipps, Phelps, Roosevelt, Riggs, Sibley, Sumner, van Buren, van Courtland, Vanderbilt, Winans, Whitney, Wadsworth, and many others. “Of the American women abroad to whom fate has brought fame and fortune, a large proportion are Washingtonians by education, or adoption, if not by birth,” the Washington Herald boasted to its receptive readership in October 1906. Of these, perhaps no Washingtonian bride was more closely followed, and no wedding more widely covered in the press, than that of President Ulysses S. Grant’s granddaughter, Julia, to Prince Mikhail Mikhailovich Cantacuzène, Count Speransky, a cavalry officer of the Russian Imperial Army, in Newport in late September 1899.

The bride’s aunt, the ubiquitous Mrs. Potter Palmer, had rented William Waldorf Astor’s “Beaulieu” for the summer of 1899, the better part of which she spent “transforming” the already magnificent seaside villa and grounds for the season’s culmination in the much-anticipated Russo-American wedding. Meanwhile, the bride, who had been born in her grandfather’s White House during the nation’s centennial in 1876, spent much of her summer in Newport contending with the rising torrent of mail she received, much of it “full of violent praise or blame, sometimes calling me names for abandoning my country, disgracing my Americanism and my family by marrying a title, or else showing deep sympathy toward me for all I must go through in darkest Russia, living under a European ruler.” Still in mourning after Joseph Medill’s death the previous winter, neither the Pattersons nor the McCormicks attended the wedding, despite the old Republican Party ties that linked them to the Grants, and the Chicago connection they shared with the Potter Palmers. The guest lists, widely published, were nevertheless filled with the names of American leaders of industry, notable statesmen, and scions of large fortunes. In addition to the Americans invited to the nuptials, there were many European guests, most of them associated with the Romanov court at St. Petersburg, where Prince Mikhail’s father was an official, or the Hapsburg court in Vienna, where Julia Dent Grant’s father, General Frederick Grant, had served as American minister between 1889 and 1893.

Among the glittering array of titled Europeans who arrived in Newport in September 1899, was the thirty-two-year-old Count Josef Gizycki, an ethnic Polish Catholic with ties to both imperial courts. With his fellow wedding guests the count was swept up in the breathless, almost monthlong round of luncheons, teas, dinners, and dances thrown for the young couple, and the polo matches and yachting parties associated with their nuptials. Mrs. Francis O. French entertained them at her opulent villa, Harbor View. Henry Walters invited the entire wedding party to dine aboard his yacht, Narada. Cornelius Vanderbilt treated the young couple and their guests to a lavish dinner at The Breakers. Besides hosting a number of celebrations at Beaulieu, Mrs. Potter Palmer devoted two of the large upstairs rooms to the display of the wedding gifts for the guests’ delectation. A local policeman and several plainclothes detectives guarded the magnificent diamond jewelry the bride received from her family, the gold tableware from the Vanderbilts, the extensive silver service from the bride’s maternal grandparents, the superb golden icon from Grand Duke Vladimir, the diamond-encrusted purse from Mrs. Marshall Field, the gold toilet set from Mrs. Leland Stanford, the fashionable glass lamp from Louis Comfort Tiffany, and the hundreds of other silver, gold, pearl, and jeweled articles and objets the couple received.

This, Count Gizycki’s first visit to the United States, had brought him to the very flower (or excrescence, depending on the viewpoint) of American ingenuity, drive, rapaciousness, and superabundance; Newport in the Gilded Age was the incarnation of Thorstein Veblen’s concept of “conspicuous leisure.” In Newport, Count Gizycki first encountered some of the young republic’s oligarchs and their heirs, and became fully aware of the extent of the staggering wealth that made possible not only the Americans’ lavish entertainments and unstinting sporting activities, but also their extravagant seaside villas and chateaux, constructed with every modern convenience in imitation, seemingly, of every European architectural period and style.

Tall, dark, powerfully built, and handsome, Gizycki had inherited his title along with several sleepy but not inconsequential estates and their dilapidated manor houses in the remote Ukraine two years earlier. Almost immediately upon taking possession of his ancestral lands after the deaths of his uncle and father, he had mortgaged them heavily to finance the bachelor’s life he continued to lead in Vienna, St. Petersburg, and Paris and the penchant he had developed for horses, hunting, and racing as an Austro-Hungarian cavalry officer. “Amoral and cynical” by nature (as an old friend, who would later become his mistress and bear him a child, remembered indulgently), Count Gizycki’s financial predicament had lately imposed an unaccustomed practicality on him as well, by forcing him to consider alternative sources of income in order to maintain—or perhaps improve—his standard of living in the future.

For the time being, however, Newport appeared to have a disquieting effect upon the count. Perhaps the resort inspired in him something of its largesse—or vulgarity. Perhaps something about the setting or the occasion provoked the eccentricity and volatility familiar, at least, to those who knew him well. Perhaps his behavior was an early manifestation of the contempt for the United States and its wealthiest citizens that he would express with diminishing restraint over the coming decade. Though accounts vary slightly, of the many notables who assembled from around the globe to celebrate the union of the prince and the president’s granddaughter, Count Josef Gizycki would for some time be distinguished in memory and in print for his strange antics at a nuptial dinner dance at the Casino. He “caused a sensation,” as the Washington Post put it. He occasioned “great consternation” among those who had assembled to toast the happy couple, the Washington Times clucked. Gizycki’s astonishing behavior “nearly broke up” the festivities, the New York Times reported. Surrounded by the American simulacra of European hierarchies, manners, customs, sporting activities, and palaces, Gizycki made a flamboyant display of his enthusiasm for the authentic Viennese gavotte that the orchestra played at last, by pitching a fat wad of $10 bills into its midst.16 The music ceased. The glittering assembly looked on, agog, as the orchestra devolved into pandemonium. The players had laid down their instruments, the better to scramble over, elbow, and claw their colleagues in their efforts to grab as many greenbacks as possible. “A little later,” the St. Albans (Vermont) Daily Messenger recorded, “the count became greatly pleased again at one of the airs, but this time, not having bills of the proper denomination, he tore those he had in halves and threw the pieces at the players.”


Miss Patterson, of Chicago,
Gets the First Brush

—UNIDENTIFIED CLIPPING IN NELLIE PATTERSON’S SCRAPBOOK, CA. 1900



In midlife Cissy Patterson would insist that the only thing her mother had ever done for her was to give her “that horse.” Elegant, correct, athletic, and kind, the chestnut gelding was named (fittingly for the mount of a society girl who descended from three generations of newspaper publishers) Exclusive. By all accounts, Cissy was a superb and fearless horsewoman, riding and driving equally well. Indeed, in 1904 the Washington Post would pay her the supreme compliment of admitting she was “good enough to be a Virginian.” Though she had been taught principally to ride sidesaddle in her childhood, as she grew, she preferred increasingly to forgo that ancient guardian of maidenhood and mounted feminine propriety. Instead, as a teenager she scandalized society with a growing frequency by appearing astride Exclusive and her other mounts in the sporty equestrian bloomers then becoming fashionable among girls of her generation. At the turn of the twentieth century, Cissy Patterson and Exclusive would become a familiar sight along the shores of Lake Michigan in Chicago, where they rode out from the Saddle and Cycle Club, and in Lake Forest, where they cut a dashing figure in the field with the local hunt and in the ring at the Onwentsia Club’s horse shows. Often (too often, for Medill McCormick and Nellie Patterson’s liking) Freddy McLaughlin, the handsome, athletic Chicago coffee heir, accompanied Cissy on her rides. If her mother frowned upon the attention shown her daughter by the son of a man she claimed had delivered groceries before becoming the Midwest’s Coffee King—spying on the pair, reading Cissy’s mail, hiding her riding clothes—it was Cissy herself who put an end to the courtship, at least for the time being. Despite the examples provided by the libertine heroines of the novels slipped to her by her aunt, despite her own efforts to sneak out for clandestine meetings with her beau, Cissy was shocked when he tried to kiss her one day through her riding veil, and broke off contact immediately.

[image: ]

Cissy Patterson driving at the Onwentsia Club in Lake Forest, Illinois, at the turn of the century (Illustration credit 1.12)

In the years following Joseph Medill’s death and Nellie Patterson’s relocation to Washington, Exclusive would accompany Cissy eastward and, later, halfway around the world as well. In the winters of 1899–1900 and 1900–1901, he embarked by train to meet her in Thomasville, Georgia, for the season. As hoped, the multifarious nervous and physiological afflictions Cissy endured at Miss Porter’s at last convinced her parents to allow her to “convalesce” in a climate more agreeable than that of Farmington, Connecticut, in midwinter. Though her condition would never be conclusively diagnosed, Thomasville’s mild climate, its engaging society, and its wholesome sporting activities appear to have had an immediate restorative effect upon the patient. The fainting spells, the heart palpitations, the extreme nervousness of which she had complained at Miss Porter’s dissipated miraculously in the rough-and-tumble exhilaration of the hunt field. Her mother’s scrapbook recorded Cissy and Exclusive’s triumphs in galloping first to the kill, for which they were rewarded again and again with foxtail brush trophies.
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“Che?”: self-portrait by Cissy, 1899 (Illustration credit 1.13)
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Cissy riding in formal attire, ca. 1900 (Illustration credit 1.14)
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Ruth Hanna (left) and Cissy Patterson in Thomasville, Georgia, where the latter went to recuperate from nervous prostration in 1900. Ruth Hanna would marry Cissy’s favorite cousin, Medill McCormick, in 1903. (Illustration credit 1.15)

For two years running, Rob Patterson rented a comfortable four-bedroom house for Cissy and her small staff at the resort, where she joined her schoolmates from Farmington, Ruth Hanna and Alice Higinbotham, who, unlike her, had come with their families. While her mother focused on her entrée into Washington society and her father sank further into alcoholism and depression in Chicago, Cissy, not yet “out” in society, spent her eighteenth and nineteenth winters in Thomasville, largely unsupervised and unchaperoned. Her diversions were simple and wholesome, apparently, and her companions almost entirely female. “The young ladies all seem to enjoy Thomasville, especially Miss Patterson, who is having a good time at outdoor exercise,” J. S. Culpeper, Cissy’s landlord, informed her father, adding, “She is a clever horse & wheel woman & in modesty, good sense & judgment does credit to one much older.” “She seems to be in her glory hunting, riding & making the best of the sunshine—a big ray of which she carries with her,” Culpeper reported a week after she arrived for her second season in December 1900.
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“Patterson House”: 15 Dupont Circle, ca. 1927 (Illustration credit 1.16)
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The balcony from which young Captain Charles Lindbergh would address the throngs who came to cheer for him in the wake of his epochal transatlantic flight in 1927. The celebrated aviator was the guest of President and Mrs. Calvin Coolidge, to whom Cissy, recently remarried to attorney Elmer Schlesinger and living in New York, loaned the mansion during the extensive renovations then taking place at the White House. (Illustration credit 1.17)

Cissy spent Christmastime in Chicago, where she was presented to society in pink chiffon by Worth at the Pattersons’ now little-used Astor Street home, at a tea on New Year’s Day 1901. Afterward she returned to Thomasville for the remainder of the season, in rude good health and high spirits, until springtime. Nellie Patterson, for her part, returned to Washington to resume her social ascent. In late April, as she and Stanford White finalized plans for the home she intended to build on her new vacant lot across from the unsightly pit that remained for decades after the Montana Copper King demolished Stewart’s Folly, she received the first galling details of her sister’s recently improved fortunes. “The papers all published our arrival at this hotel yesterday morning and all day long cards poured in from ambassadors and ministers,” Kate McCormick reported with glib satisfaction. “There were special prayers in the English chapel where we had to go although I had not slept more than an hour in the wagon-lit. Today Rob has to go to the foreign office to make all sorts of official calls.” To the younger sister whom she had lately taunted with unrelenting cracks on the inevitability of falling prey to malaria in that bog, Dupont Circle, Kate rendered in lavish detail the recent, dramatic improvement in her own lodgings. “I saw our home yesterday and was enchanted with it—a real palace, though not big,” she added modestly:


A lovely dining room, lovely library, a dark drawing room, two small salons—silk on the walls—two bedrooms—one dark—and two spare rooms and 17 servants’ rooms. Bathrooms with stoves in them for heating the water for the bath. There is a truly imposing staircase and a long handsome hall. I will have to have a man who does nothing but take care of fires…



Six weeks later, on June 10, 1901, the District of Columbia issued a building permit for the George A. Fuller company to begin construction on McKim, Mead & White’s plans for Nellie Patterson’s own white marble palace—complete with its own imposing staircase, handsome halls, public rooms, extensive servants’ quarters, ballroom and garden—on Dupont Circle.

After years of envious disappointment on her part and marginalizing penury on his, Kate and Rob McCormick had managed at last to parlay their connection to the Chicago Tribune (however carefully limited in reality) into a plum diplomatic posting. Despite Kate’s tireless efforts to relieve her brother-in-law of his position at the Tribune, going so far as to hire private detectives to shadow him in an effort to find something that might discredit him in her father’s eyes, Rob Patterson had supported Rob McCormick’s earlier diplomatic aspirations in London and had insisted on his fellow in-law’s appointment as one of the three trustees of Joseph Medill’s majority stake in the Tribune. After succeeding his father-in-law as editor in chief in 1893, however, Patterson had come to reconsider the propriety of allowing the paper’s editorial integrity to come under threat. Since the closing of the gates of the World’s Columbian Exposition the same year, Rob McCormick had diminished into a genteel, hard-drinking nonentity; without remunerative employment he had been forced to depend on the $500 a month allowance his wife permitted him. With an eye to her sister’s meteoric rise in Washington society, Kate McCormick had spied an opportunity to capitalize on the debt of gratitude she felt entitled to claim from President McKinley and the Republican Party on behalf of her departed father, by launching a renewed assault on the various American ministries abroad, and through them, on the courts of Europe. Professing only to hope for her husband’s short-term posting at a minor European mission, “just for the experience,” she pestered her brother-in-law to such an extent that Patterson put aside high-minded notions of editorial autonomy and appealed unenthusiastically to President McKinley. Leaving nothing to chance, the McCormicks took matters into their own hands as well. In lobbying various Grand Old Party lawmakers, Kate took advantage of what she knew to be their ignorance of the terms of the trust her father had established before his death. Rather than represent herself as one of the beneficiaries of the trust that held the majority stake in the Chicago Tribune and her husband as one of its three trustees, she gave those she petitioned to understand that she and her husband were in their own right the stalwart party organ’s principal owners. After an as-yet unsuspecting Rob Patterson paid the president two more visits under duress (one of which resulted in an unsolicited offer of his own posting to Rome), McKinley relented at last. On March 7, 1901, Robert Sanderson McCormick was appointed envoy extraordinary and minister plenipotentiary to the Austro-Hungarian Empire. The McCormicks arrived in Vienna on April 23, triumphant. The new American minister presented his credentials to Emperor Franz Josef the following week, on April 29.

“In a couple of months I begin to flutter my pinions for the first time and am curious to see what I can do,” twenty-two-year-old Joe Patterson wrote his mother the day before the McCormicks’ arrival in Vienna, as he prepared to graduate from Yale in the class of 1901. Despite his regrets at having already wasted too much of his short life “loafing,” his concerted ruggedness, his restless curiosity, his deeply rooted proletarian sympathies, and his growing attraction to journalism had, in reality, given him a greater breadth of experience than many of his peers. After leaving Groton in 1897, he had worked as a cowboy in Wyoming before matriculating in New Haven that fall. Intrigued by the mounting sensationalism, the expanding, eye-catching features, and the increasingly colorful comics sections of the sober Chicago Tribune’s multiplying competitors, Joe had spent the summer between his junior and senior years in China, covering the Boxer Rebellion—for the Hearst papers. He had begun work at the very moment William Randolph Hearst had chosen to expand his growing newspaper empire by invading the Midwest, hiring away the Tribune’s cutthroat circulation team of Moe and Max Annenberg and their squadron of hoodlums in order to launch the explicitly Democratic Chicago American on July 4, 1900.

As Joe considered his future the following spring, however, he informed his mother that he intended to return to the Tribune fold as soon as possible after graduation, just as his cousin Medill McCormick had done a year earlier. “Aunt Kate strongly advises me not to begin during the hot weather. Whether her motives are entirely disinterested I am unable to say,” Joe ventured shrewdly, foreshadowing the dynastic struggles for dominance over the paper that would prove to be as emotionally battering as the coming Hearst-Tribune circulation war for dominance over the Chicago newspaper market was to be bloody. As he brooded on the future, he did not think only of himself. “Don’t think me fresh if I venture a few observations about Sis,” he wrote his tetchy mother, “even if they have occurred to you already.”


If you leave her in Austria with Aunt Kate she will certainly be courted by some foreign nobleman under delusions as to her money. She has not, I believe, ever had a love affair; and she is 19. So she is about due for one; and the general understanding about the delayed first passion is that it comes strong to make up for the delay. As a general rule, marriages with foreigners, especially Continentals, are unhappy.



“That is all I have to say,” he concluded, but then felt compelled to reiterate, “I certainly feel most keenly about it.”
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