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In 1791 Prince William, Duke of Clarence (the third son of George III), fell in love with a leading actress at Drury Lane known as Dora Jordan. For more than twenty years, despite attacks from the press, Dora was his loyal partner, helping him pay his debts out of her earnings as an actress, and bearing him ten (illegitimate) children, known as the Fitzclarences. Under pressure from the royal family, William eventually abandoned her. Four years later, in 1816, Dora died alone and destitute outside Paris. In 1818 William married Princess Adelaide of Saxe-Meiningen. After William succeeded his older brother George IV and took the throne in 1830 as William IV, he legitimized the Fitzclarences.

 

Elizabeth, the sixth child of William and Dora, married the Earl of Errol. They had four children, and in 1846 their second daughter, Agnes, married James Duff, who later succeeded his uncle as fifth Earl Fife. Their wedding took place in the British Embassy in Paris, where, exactly a hundred years later, their grandson Duff Cooper served as Ambassador.

 

Lord and Lady Fife spent much of their time at Duff House, near Banff, and at Mar Lodge in Scotland. The Prince of Wales, later Edward VII, was a frequent guest at Mar Lodge, and in 1889 his eldest daughter, Princess Louise, married the Fife’s only son, Alexander. Alexander was then made the first Duke of Fife. His sister, Agnes, eloped twice before she settled down with Duff’s father in 1882.

[image: 004]

Family tree adapted from Claire Tomalin’s Mrs. Jordan’s Profession: The Actress and the Prince (New York: Knopf, 1995), 394-395.






introduction

A number of people suggested I write about my mother and my three fathers. It is the story of a rarified world that seems far away today. Writing about it has been like putting together an old jigsaw puzzle with some of the pieces faded beyond recognition or missing.

The story is offered in five parts: my mother’s John Jay background and her upbringing, my English father’s Edwardian background and career, my American father’s life and our family life in Paris in the 1950s, my stepfather’s life and our family life in Washington in the 1960s and ’70s, and the last thirty years of my mother’s life. My own story weaves in and out of these parts.

The big transition in my upbringing occurred shortly after the death of my American father, Bill Patten, in 1960. At the end of that year my mother, as described in chapter 10, agreed to marry Joseph Alsop. The following year my sister and I moved to the United States and, with our mother, took up residence in Joe’s home in Washington, D.C.

People have asked me whether I truly didn’t know about my connection to Duff Cooper during my adolescence. I did not, at least not consciously. But as this book illustrates, during most of my life I was constantly probing this kaleidoscope of fact and fiction. My memory bounces back and forth between images of Paris in the 1950s and facts I have gathered since then from shelf loads of biographies, memoirs, and letters. The workings of memory are illusive, however, and ten years from now I might have a different answer about Duff.

I suppose I grew up in a privileged world, but it has taken half a century for me to appreciate it. When I look at the lovely  photos my mother took of my sister and me in Paris, I wonder who is that little boy? My mother’s first book, To Marietta from Paris, 1945-1960, describing our glamorous lives in Paris in the 1950s, felt so fictional that it was painful for me to read it.

Parts of this chronicle will also seem fictional. Memory is imperfect and the past can resurface at unpredictable times. I began writing this book in 2004, the year my mother died, and in the fall of 2007 I received an unexpected package of letters from England. This apparently unopened envelope contained what appeared to be a complete collection of my mother’s love letters to an English diplomat I last saw at my father Bill Patten’s funeral in 1960. It included a cover letter from this man’s literary executor explaining why he was sending me the letters. I had heard vague reports of this affair but had never imagined finding any evidence of it.

Father number one, Bill Patten, was the father I grew up with in Paris until he died in 1960, when he was only fifty-two. Bill had been stationed in Paris as a diplomat right after World War II, and he died when I was twelve. No one knows for sure if he knew I was not his son.

Father number two, Joseph W. Alsop, my stepfather, was a nationally syndicated columnist, a classmate of Bill Patten’s, and the man my mother married the year after Bill died. We returned to the United States, and Joe took my sister and me under his formidable wing. He guided me with special attention through my adolescent and college years until I married my first wife in 1970. He died in 1989, and my memories of him are vivid.

Father number three is Duff Cooper, my biological father, an Englishman born in 1890. He became famous for his solitary stand against Hitler in 1938, having already distinguished himself as a young officer in the Great War of 1914-1918. Duff was the ambassador to Paris when my parents arrived there in 1944. I do not remember ever meeting Duff; he feels as distant to me as  my grandfather Peter A. Jay, who was only a few years older and was also a diplomat in Paris in the early 1900s.

On a historic level, both Joe and Duff were worldly men and confidantes of national figures like Winston Churchill and Edward VIII in England or American presidents John F. Kennedy and Lyndon Johnson and other world leaders. Their robust advice grew out of their knowledge of history and their hands-on involvement in politics. They were both superb writers who combined genuine scholarship with a bent for the rough-and-tumble of daily politics.

Bill, a much gentler and less ambitious man, was not involved in power politics but managed small things with great grace. In his background role he was in fact the key link in this small male triangle. Though Bill was never a major player, I suspect that Duff admired him, and I know Joe loved him.

Though the two Americans, Bill and Joe, were almost twenty years younger than the Englishman, all three fathers knew one another. Bill and Joe even shared an apartment as young bachelors in New York in the thirties. It was mainly through Bill’s marriage to my mother and their close relationship to Duff and Diana Cooper in Paris that Joe later became a friend of the Coopers.

Though it did not start out that way, my mother has emerged as the pivotal figure of this story. I was never close to her in the visceral way one hopes most children feel about their mothers, but I profoundly admired her. This distance between us has no doubt made me yearn, throughout my life, to make connections with others.

Telling this story has rekindled my sense of awe at my mother’s intense energy, self-discipline, and talent. Susan Mary Alsop is more than the linchpin of this story; she is the most extraordinary of its figures and the most daunting of its driving forces.
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Susan Mary Patten with “Charlus,” Clos St. Nicholas, Senlis, June 1947





one

The Butler of St. Mary’s

“Can’t we tell the servants not to feed her [Lady Leone]?” “They don’t. Mildred brings her food, like a raven.” “The one with the picnic basket?” “We could stop her from coming—tell the concierge not to let her in?”

—DON’T TELL ALFRED, NANCY MITFORD

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

OUR INTERVENTION WITH my mother took place during duck-hunting season. I flew down to Washington, D.C., from Portland, Maine, in late October 1995. At the time, I was running a newspaper in Camden and driving each week to the Bangor Theological Seminary, where I was studying for a master’s degree in divinity.

Soon after arriving in Georgetown, I realized that I had left my suitcase in my car at the Portland International Jetport. I was happy to have an excuse to buy some new clothes, but a familiar alarm began to ring somewhere deep in my brain—one that sounded whenever I was about to see my mother.

My mother was Susan Mary Alsop, the surname acquired from her second husband, newspaper columnist Joseph W. Alsop.  She had divorced Joe more than twenty years earlier and moved back into a house her mother owned on Twenty-ninth Street. It was a drab beige house that she livened up inside with bright colors and Louis XVI furniture.

Susan Mary, or Mother, as I usually called her, was seventy-seven in the fall of 1995. After leaving Joe, she had made a name for herself as an author and hostess. Leafing through Spade and Archer’s 50 Maps of Washington, D.C. several years ago, I was surprised to find a section titled “Susan Mary Alsop’s Georgetown” replete with a map of one of my mother’s favorite walks. On another page she was included on a short list of the city’s “Grande Dames and Power Hostesses.”

Susan Mary Alsop drove a small Honda and was generally frugal, so her elevated status had crept up on me. Perhaps I’d been living in Maine too long. During the past half century she had established a reputation in high places for her discretion and her capacity to connect powerful people. I guess I had not quite realized how far her gift for maintaining emotional boundaries had catapulted her into stardom.

She combined an inner steeliness with the subdued elegance of a Jamesian—or perhaps Merchant Ivory Productions—heroine. As more than one reviewer observed about my mother’s historical portraits, including Yankees at the Court or The Congress Dances, she belonged in the stories she wrote about. Power, diplomacy, and elegance were fused together both in her books and in the life she led.

Mother’s two leather address books—one for America, one for Europe—were prima facie evidence that she was a very busy woman. Reading through them, one sees the outline of her three “careers”—the diplomat’s wife in Paris, the journalist’s wife in Washington, and, toward the end of her life, a successful writer. The names and addresses give credence to the assertion she once made to a journalist that she was not interested in living what  she referred to as an “ordinary life.” This was a brazen statement, one she would not have shared with me, but borne out by the life she led.

My mother’s stoicism was an asset in her dazzling world of artists and statesmen, intellectuals and diplomats. Her elegance was appreciated by most, but less by me. I thought of her as a brave little soldier, and I was always surprised when my friends told me how warm and engaging she had been with them. Her flair for attracting friends and offering her services to others was legendary. I think it was a well-honed survival skill—an idea she would have laughed at politely and then dismissed as pop psychology. Her friend columnist Edwin Yoder wrote after her death in 2004, “Readers of the recent obituaries for Susan Mary Alsop could feast on colorful reports of a fairy-tale life among the high and mighty and elegant . . . But the woman I knew was a gritty survivor.”

Until my stepfather, Joe Alsop, died in 1989, few of us had seriously worried about my mother’s deepening alcoholism. Mostly our concerns focused on Joe’s drinking. Although Joe and Susan Mary had divorced fifteen years earlier and lived separately, they remained a pair. They went to parties together, went on walks together, and focused on their grandchildren together.

My mother had tightly controlled her drinking for years, but after Joe’s death my sister, Anne (who is two years younger than I am), and I could sense her deep loneliness and had become increasingly concerned. We saw it from different angles—Anne from Utah, where she lived, and me from Maine—but we concurred that the problem was serious. When I sat down alone with my mother after lunch one time and told her that I thought she needed help controlling her alcohol, she thanked me icily and got up and left the room. My letters to her were similarly cast aside.

The alcohol intervention we had planned for Susan Mary had been triggered by my sister’s ambitious plan to relocate her to a neighboring house in Salt Lake City, where Anne lived with  her husband, John Milliken, and their two daughters. Most friends thought that uprooting my mother from Washington was a crazy idea but appreciated that Anne was taking some initiative. And no one liked to confront my sister when she had put her mind to something.

In the early part of the summer of 1995, Anne and John drove down the coast from Northeast Harbor with my mother to visit me in Camden. My daughter Sybil and I prepared lunch for them, and we ate outside in my garden. My mother’s move to Utah seemed decided without much discussion. But when I visited her alone in Northeast Harbor later in the summer, I could tell she was terrified by the idea.

I had been pushing for an intervention for some time. Anne herself began to have doubts when she returned from Maine to Utah in August and heard firsthand reports of Mother passing out at our summerhouse in Northeast Harbor. As my sister began to realize how disturbing our mother’s alcoholism would likely be for her own family, especially her two little girls, she called me at my newspaper office in Camden late that summer, and we agreed to try an intervention.

My sister is not afraid of confrontations; on the contrary, we are both impatient with half-truths and pretentiousness. Anne likes to say that life is “white-water,” a feeling that lay just below the surface of our upbringing. She once told a reporter that growing up in Washington we expected “the roof to come crashing down at any time.” In fact, we are both so viscerally conditioned to the idea of Armageddon that I sometimes wonder if we don’t invite it.

We both have an unusual aptitude for bilateral vision. When Anne and I are in a restaurant, we’re instinctively aware of the people around us; like camp survivors, we tend to be always on our toes, looking around corners. The center of the action always tends to be somewhere else; certainly it was never us.

Ever since I left home at the age of nine, Anne and I have been geographically separated, and during holidays we have both been too preoccupied to get together—except during times of crisis. Then we rally to the occasion. Anne is strong willed, sometimes a little scatterbrained, and fiercely loyal. Our mother’s prolonged death brought us closer together.

I felt relieved when in the 1980s Anne embraced our childhood friend John Milliken as her second husband. She had finally found a safe harbor, and in a way had returned to the home-centered values that our father, Bill Patten, had instilled in us. John brought stability, and together they have raised four beautiful daughters.

In August 1995 I referred Anne to the Freedom Institute, a respected substance-abuse center in Manhattan that I had contacted a few years earlier concerning a friend. Anne called the director and liked her. The show was on. Like most things in our family, once the plans started moving, the pace was dizzying. Anne took on the job of recruiting three of my mother’s close friends to join us for the intervention.

When Anne and I arrived in Washington, Mother assumed we had come to divide up the furnishings of her Georgetown house, which was being readied for sale before her presumed move to Utah. I sensed that the move to Utah terrified her and that she was doing it in large part to please Anne. The evening before the intervention, Anne and I went through the downstairs dividing up furniture with yellow stickers. We laughed self-consciously as we moved about the house.

When we were finished, my mother took us out to dinner at a fancy restaurant in the refurbished Mayflower Hotel with some friends, a younger couple who were devoted to her. The atmosphere seemed showy and claustrophobic. As I watched people drink their wine and martinis, I wondered how my mother would look at a meeting of Alcoholics Anonymous.
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Charles Whitehouse and Duff Cooper, picnic at Chateau St. Firmin outside Paris, August 1947

The “chain of love,” as the group of interveners is sometimes called, gathered in a hotel room off Connecticut Avenue the following morning. We were evenly divided between friends and family. Anne and I were joined by two strong women who were among my mother’s oldest friends: Nancy Pierrepont, a New York interior decorator who had helped my mother redo her house in Georgetown, and Polly Fritchey, another of Washington’s power hostesses. Anne had also invited Charles Whitehouse, a retired career ambassador and a cousin of my mother’s. He represented the U.S. Foreign Service, which was an essential constituency in my mother’s life, effectively her spiritual home. I remembered Charlie from one of his Christmas cards, a color  photo of him dressed in his foxhunting attire astride a horse. But when we saw him in the parking lot of the hotel that morning, this veteran diplomat of Laos and Thailand, and an ex-Marine to boot, was looking quite pale.

The other half of our group was family: Anne’s husband, John, and my daughter Eliza. Eliza would be a special surprise for my mother, as she was in the middle of fall term at Stanford University. But she had visited Mother that summer in Maine and, like Nancy Pierrepont, had seen her lying on the floor drunk and spent a long night helping the Filipino nurses watch over her.

The initial goal of an intervention is to convince the alcoholic to accept treatment for his or her “disease,” as alcoholism has finally been classified by the American Medical Association. The likelihood that an intervention will succeed depends largely on the cohesiveness of the participants and on having well-orchestrated timing that catches the alcoholic off guard.

What gave our group an edge in dealing with my mother was that her own close friends were involved. They were breaking the cardinal WASP rule against talking openly and calmly about an embarrassing personal secret. The friends present were her real family. Indeed, when it came to important decisions, my mother depended far more on her friends than on her family. The fact that both friends and family were solidly united now amounted to a palace coup.

Whatever personal qualms Mother’s friends may have had about Alcoholics Anonymous, they had immediately agreed to step forward and confront her. They did so because they were far more down-to-earth than she was and had no illusions about the seriousness of the situation. Behind the pinstriped suits and elegant clothes, they understood the perils of substance abuse and had seen the consequences of Susan Mary’s heavy drinking firsthand. Like my mother, they were intensely loyal.

My brother-in-law, John, escorted my mother to the hotel in a chauffeured limousine on the pretext that she was needed for a family meeting. She walked into the sitting room wearing a beige raincoat and a Tyrolean hat. She looked surprisingly dowdy, especially compared to Connie Murray, the counselor from the Freedom Institute, who had a buttoned-down Park Avenue look.

It was impossible to gauge my mother’s reaction to seeing us all there. Her good manners camouflaged her real feelings. She sat down and waited with a benign smile to see what was going to happen next.

We had all been instructed to use non-accusatory language. Each of us expressed our love for Susan Mary and then detailed specific examples of alcoholic behavior that caused us concern. “Love” is probably the wrong word for what we were expressing; in light of our controlled behavior, it was more devotion and loyalty that were palpable in that meeting. Either way, the counselor gently guided the conversation as we took turns telling our stories.

The most troubling instances were the most recent, particularly events that Eliza and others had witnessed at the end of the summer. One example involved Mrs. Pierrepont arranging for an ambulance to take my mother to the Mount Desert Island Hospital after she had passed out on the floor of her house. Fortunately, Polly Fritchey had been visiting Northeast Harbor that August and had witnessed Susan Mary’s fall into the bushes after a cocktail party given by their friend Brooke Astor. They delicately corroborated the facts.

Anne and I were the last to speak. Anne was the only one to show her feelings with real passion and tears. “Mummy,” she said, “I adore you, but I can’t put my daughters at risk by having you live next door if you’re going to keep up the smoking and drinking!”

I empathized with Anne’s pain, but it also scared me a little. Her heroic efforts to save our mother would only work if Susan Mary wanted to save herself, something we had no control over. Anne desperately wanted her mother close to her but knew she had to draw a sharp line when it came to protecting her own children. She also clung to the naïve hope that Mother would respond positively to the threat of not being allowed to move next door to them in Utah.

Finally I spoke. I was actually surprised that the others seemed interested in what I had to say. I had been in encounter groups of this type before, but with my mother and sister both in the room I felt insecure and on uneven footing. It felt almost reassuring to notice that Mother was clearly not interested in what I was saying, and, not surprisingly, I can’t remember a word of what I said. I knew she realized that this gathering wasn’t about words; her mind was racing ahead to anticipate our agenda. The moment was simply another of the many dances we had done all of our lives. She was pretending to listen attentively, but her mind was calculating the best escape route.

After each of us had spoken, my mother asked in a puzzled tone what we wanted her to do about it. Connie Murray, the counselor from the Freedom Institute, had the answer. She told my mother that we had found a highly regarded program, the Chemical Dependence Family Program at St. Mary’s Hospital, which had a good reputation for the treatment of older people with addiction problems. There was a room available. Although Susan Mary was shocked to hear that the hospital was in Minnesota and that we had booked a flight for her that very afternoon, I knew she was relieved that a plan of action was in place. She was never one for indecision.

I was fairly sure that my mother would accept our suggestion that she seek help—at least temporarily. We were too unified in our approach and our language was too direct for her to dismiss  us outright. She hated public scenes and was accustomed to using courtesy as a weapon to buy time on the rare occasions when she was cornered by circumstance. I also knew she could not abide waiting around.

Although Mother expressed concern about outstanding commitments, such as an upcoming dinner party she was hosting for Architectural Digest, she did not belabor the point. It was not in her nature to be ungrateful when special efforts were made on her behalf, and there was no way she could understand our carefully plotted intervention as anything but a special effort. My mother was momentarily trapped by her own unforgiving code of good manners.

The maids had my mother’s bags packed when we returned to Twenty-ninth Street. Soon I was alone with my mother in a taxi headed for Washington National Airport. She fumbled through her handbag checking for phone messages she might have missed that morning. She had several messages, including one from Yitzhak Rabin’s wife and one from General Colin Powell’s wife.1

As the taxi drove along the edge of the Potomac River, it struck me that although she had traveled from the Great Wall of China to the great tombs of Egypt, my mother had never been to the American Midwest. She was born in Rome and as a little girl lived in Romania and Argentina. She had visited Europe’s most beautiful cathedrals, walked around Vienna and St. Petersburg, danced under the chandeliers at Versailles, and floated down the Grand Canal to Venetian costume balls. She had dined privately with presidents Kennedy, Johnson, and Nixon in the White House. Yet she had never been to the American heart-land, never eaten a Big Mac, and had probably never even heard of the Mall of America.

A central tenet of Alcoholics Anonymous is that social status is irrelevant, a phony impediment to the raw honesty needed to address the pains and fears of alcoholism. Facing the disease takes a special kind of courage, a willingness to expose your deepest vulnerabilities rather than disguising them with sophistication and wit. My mother was courageous, but she always devoted her strength to covering up pain, not revealing it to strangers—or friends and family, for that matter.

Alcoholics Anonymous assumes that we all share certain basic feelings, that we are far more alike than we are different. My mother’s life, however, was predicated on an entirely different principle. She reveled in her own uniqueness. On a certain level, she had a point. Susan Mary had not only outlived most of her contemporaries, but she had also begun to blossom as an author of well-received historical biographies and architectural essays at a time when many of her remaining peers were preparing to retire. In seventy years she had crafted a distinctive life in Paris and then in Washington. In her own mind, she had done this essentially by herself. Her sense of uniqueness was well earned, but it had come at a higher price than any of us really knew.

Using a well-developed veil of self-effacement and exquisite manners, Susan Mary almost always got her own way. She cleverly orchestrated everyone around her. She had a diplomatic knack for making people believe she was truly fascinated by them, even when she was inwardly itching for them to leave. She was intellectually redoubtable. She was also physically resilient, having conquered colon cancer and lived for more than half a century as an indomitable cigarette-smoking anorexic. So who was going to convince her that something as familiar as booze was stronger than she was?

Sitting next to her on our interminable flight to Minnesota, I recalled many memorable flights from my childhood. Beginning when I was nine, I had been shipped off each year from Paris to  Beachborough, an English boarding school outside of Oxford. At thirteen I was sent from Washington to Groton School, a boarding school in Massachusetts, where I spent the next five years. During one Thanksgiving vacation, which started in New York, I mistakenly took a shuttle headed back to Boston instead of to Washington, where I was expected for the holiday.

Exile is a familiar experience for me. It began well before my first trip to Beachborough. When I was four I had been sent from our house in Paris to a French school. I remember the first day especially well, because I vomited all over my desk in the classroom. That earned me a yearlong reprieve from school. In my experience, the void of being abandoned is registered most acutely in the stomach.

Now it was my mother who was being exiled, and it was she who was having “tummy problems” as she called them. She rose from her seat several times on the flight to go to the toilet. At one point she leaned a little toward me and conceded, “I don’t think I’ve ever felt so depressed in my life.” I could not think of anything worth saying in response. A little later she promised, “Don’t worry . . . I’ll behave.” I felt embarrassed for both of us.

Well into the four-hour flight I noticed Senator Paul Well-stone working the aisles on a routine trip back to his home state. I marveled at his energy but was relieved that my mother did not recognize the disheveled liberal from Minnesota as he moved down the aisle fishing for eye contact. Unlike generals Powell or Rabin, he had never made the guest list at Mother’s home on Twenty-ninth Street.

Finally landing, we were met at the gate by a thin blonde wearing a chauffeur’s hat and holding a sign that read “Alsop.” A stretch limousine had been ordered for us at the Minneapolis airport. Our driver was supposed to take us directly to Fairview Riverside Hospital, where the St. Mary’s program was located, but she was new to her job and got lost. My mother and I gazed  dully out the window like two lost sheep as the large limousine meandered through downtown Minneapolis. For once, my mother did not seem impatient to get where she was going.

When we finally reached the hospital, I noticed that our chauffeur had inadvertently driven up on the curb in front of the entrance. It was late afternoon. The place seemed very quiet. I brought my mother up to the third floor, where the “seniors” stayed. The ward seemed calm, and I was pleased that Mother had a private room.

I felt there was no point lingering around the ward. In our family, good-byes are abrupt, and this was no exception. I left my mother with the nurses and returned to Maine for nearly two weeks. I wrote her several letters, our customary way of communicating. (My stepfather, Joe Alsop, had even proposed marriage to my mother using airline stationery.)

A couple of days after I got back to Maine, I drove to see my younger daughter, Sybil, perform in a play at her school, Proctor Academy, in New Hampshire. Somewhat appropriately, she was playing the role of Helen Keller’s mother in The Miracle Worker.  The play opened with Sybil on an upper balcony nursing a baby in her arms, two young boys on either side of her, and as the lights dimmed I heard Sybil’s voice scream, “She can’t see, can’t hear you!”

In my diary that night I wrote: “Feeling drained tonight, gnawing sadness at the thought of that thin, waiflike creature I left at an AA meeting in the chapel at St. Mary’s last night. She left both meetings to go back to her room to get her dark glasses and then returned. Must be like a bad movie she finds herself in, degraded, scared, depressed, angry etc.”

Looking back on the trip to Minneapolis, I felt that I myself had been playing some kind of understudy role in a grade-B movie. The next morning, on my way home, I contested a speeding ticket in Franklin, New Hampshire, and the judge gave me a break.  Ordinarily I would have been exultant, but as I walked out of the court, facing the long drive back to Camden, I was struck by how limited my relief felt.

Back in Maine, I wrote my mother several letters. I tried to explain how we were trapped in our family by words, by our addiction to writing, by our tendency to intellectualize. Although I wrote, “the program seems so bloody simple that it almost demeans us,” I found myself employing the simplistic bromides of the rehabilitation program itself. I even resorted to old clichés from my upbringing, patronizing phrases like “I’m so proud of you” and bloodless pronouncements like “You will, of course, make up your mind about the length of treatment after the evaluation is completed.”

I cringe today when I reread these letters. “Try to realize,” I wrote her, “that whatever you do or say, you are and have been forever a real success in my eyes.” Why couldn’t I tell her that in some ways she was a success, but that she had never been a good mother to me? I had fallen into the same saccharine trap I had warned her about. Though I genuinely hoped I would somehow connect with her, I could not divorce myself from the fear that this was still one more charade.

Before returning to St. Mary’s for the family week, Anne and I had a conference call with our mother and Kal, her counselor. Susan Mary explained coolly that she would be leaving the program early, as she had committed to host a dinner for Architectural Digest in Washington. Anne’s voice rose and faltered as she reminded Mother that she had promised to complete the program in order to move out next to Anne’s family in Utah. “Oh, but I thought you knew, I have no intention of moving to Utah!” my mother responded calmly.

About ten days later I flew back to Minneapolis to join Anne and John in the Seniors Family Program, an opportunity for us to address the issues of alcoholism as a family in a neutral environment. I stayed at the Nicollet Island Inn, a limestone 1893 factory overlooking the Mississippi River that had been renovated into a four-story Victorian inn.

When I saw my mother, one of the first things I noticed without surprise was how much she was trying to take care of the staff. She was constantly complimenting the counselors and commenting on how tired they must be. Kal told us how impressed he was by my mother’s diplomatic skills.

Anne, John, and I were grouped together with a few other families who had come to support the identified alcoholic. My instinct was to connect with some of these people having already actively supported another family member in a similar program. In fact, I stayed in touch with one woman whose alcoholic husband killed himself after leaving the program.

 

 

On October 31, a date marked in my diary, I headed for the hospital cafeteria, where I saw Fran, our family counselor, walking out with some people. As she passed by, she gave me an unusual look. There was tenderness in her eyes, and none of the clinical detachment that most counselors maintain. I was feeling raw from a verbal attack from Anne earlier that morning in our family counseling session, so this compassionate glance left me unnerved.

Anne had flared up at me as we waited for the elevator in the hallway of our Washington hotel after the intervention. I was accustomed to her angry blasts from our childhood together, but I couldn’t understand what was happening now. I knew she had big resentments against me from the past, but during this period I can’t even remember the specific issues that triggered her. We had fought as kids, but what I felt bad about most was not being there for her during hard times in her first marriage. I was baffled at her behavior now and felt alone.

All of a sudden I realized that some kind of secret was being kept from me. The combination of my sister’s flare-ups and Fran’s unexpectedly tender glance told me in a flash that there was something else—something major—going on.

When Anne, John, and I reconvened at St. Mary’s with Kal and Fran after lunch, I told the group—looking mainly at my sister—that I could smell a rat and that I was leaving on the next plane home unless someone told me what was up. The counselors nodded, and without much discussion we retreated to another conference room, where my mother soon joined us. Apparently, Kal and Fran had already persuaded the group that it would be a good idea to tell the truth.

It was a small room. I don’t think Fran joined us. The room felt like a large closet; it had one window and was just big enough for the five of us. Not looking at anyone in particular, my mother started by telling the story of Duff Cooper’s death in 1954.

Duff Cooper was a familiar name. I knew he was the only cabinet minister in Neville Chamberlain’s government to resign over the Munich Pact of 1938 and the British ambassador to Paris after the war. I had also learned about a decade before by reading John Charmley’s biography of him that Duff had had an affair with my mother, but I had never talked with her about it. I had read Duff’s biography of the French diplomat Charles Maurice de Talleyrand before even knowing of their affair, and possibly another one of his books, Operation Heartbreak. My main impression of Duff Cooper was as a quasi-literary figure.

Most of my mother’s recitation focused on Duff’s wife, Lady Diana Cooper. Mother explained how his body had been taken off the ship on which he had died and had been brought back to Paris. Lady Diana, she said, “was so brave.” She had asked my mother to accompany her on the special train that would be taking her husband’s body back to London and the service at Westminster Abbey. I had no idea why Mother was talking about an event that had happened almost fifty years earlier. Perhaps she was going to make an esoteric connection with Duff’s legendary drinking problems?

After a while Kal nudged my mother gently. She looked up as if suddenly remembering, placing her palm on her forehead, and said, “Oh, yes, of course, and he’s your father,” as if I’d known this for a long time. Anne later confessed that Mother had shared the “big secret” with her several years earlier, after they had had several drinks. In the sober light of that hospital room, my mother made her admission seem akin to being forced to say, “My name is Susan Mary Alsop, and I’m an alcoholic.”

Images of my father—or the man I had always believed was my father, Bill Patten—flashed through my mind, especially the moment when I heard he had died. My English headmaster at Beachborough, whom we called Froggy, had opened the door of my classroom in 1960 to tell me that my mother was waiting to see me. He led me through the front parlor of my prep school and into his private sitting room. There I saw my mother and her friend Marina Sulzberger sitting on his sofa, and I knew instantly why they were there. Kal’s gentle face reminded me now of Froggy.

I broke down in tears, and without saying a word I left the conference room. I strolled in the corridor with the image of Bill Patten broken into pieces once again. John joined me and put his arm over my shoulder. When we returned, I was still too shocked to say much of anything. I recall noting to myself that I had read several of Duff’s books, which somehow made him feel a bit more real.

The most obvious tension in the room when I returned was between my mother and Anne. My sister claims that I asked my mother why she had not told me before and that she said something to the effect that I was “too pathetic.” My sister may be  right, but I have no recollection whatsoever of asking the question, and I certainly don’t recall my mother saying those words about me.

I suppose it felt better to have a First Lord of Admiralty as my dad rather than the milkman, but as I returned to my hotel room later, I began to feel very sad for Bill Patten and a little sad for myself. Writing some notes in my diary that evening in the Nicollet Island Inn, I realized it was Halloween.

As the evening progressed, the world ground to a halt. I recalled that Marvin Ellison, an ethics professor at Bangor Theological Seminary, had warned me about family interventions: “Watch out, the shit will fly in all directions.” I thought about Duff and wondered whether he liked sailing boats as much as I did.

The following day the weather was freezing, but the hospital allowed my mother to take a brief outing around the city. I started sorting things out in my room at the Nicollet Island Inn.

That evening I scribbled in my diary: “How fascinating! Yesterday, Halloween eve, I learn at age 47 that I’m illegitimate, a word I can barely spell correctly. I’m at the Nicollet Island Inn today. My mother has been given the day off from St. Mary’s, so Anne and John are taking her on a tour of a local museum. What kind of museum have we as a family just escaped from?”

Despite our entreaties, my mother decided to terminate her treatment early, declaring victory over us once again. At the end of the family weekend, the patients and their families in our group stood in a circle and said good-bye to one another.

Before I left, a truck driver whose husky forearms were covered with tattoos, and who had been in the same program as my mother, came over to me and said, “Hey, Bill, I hope you won’t be offended if I say this, but I remember the day Susan arrived here. I was looking out the window with Jim, and we saw your limousine arrive outside. We saw little Susan get out and then  this guy holding the door for her and carrying her suitcase. I said to Jim, ‘Hey, I bet that’s her butler!’”

My mother and I never talked about St. Mary’s again. She hated being cared for and treated the St. Mary’s experience as if it had been an alien happening. If I had not kept a diary of the events leading up to the intervention, the whole experience might have faded away like a surrealistic dream—my mother kidnapped and shipped away to a distant planet. It wasn’t hard for her to convince herself and some of her Georgetown friends that it had all been an embarrassing mistake.

Some of her Georgetown friends have told me that she made light of the whole episode. What none of us, including her lawyer, knew until after she died nine years later is that she had signed a contract to sell her Georgetown house in anticipation of moving to Salt Lake City before we left for St. Mary’s. Fortunately, the real estate broker found a way of nullifying the terms of the contract. After my mother died, that broker was able to bring back the same buyers, who chose once again to buy her house.

Although it took a little longer, within a couple of years Mother had also slipped out of the agreements she had made to sobriety at St. Mary’s. She may have controlled her drinking more carefully, but my mother continued to smoke and drink until her death. What saddened me more than her actual drinking was the battered hope that I could ever really connect with her.
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Emily Astor Kane Jay between her two sons, Peter A. Jay and DeLancey K. Jay, circa 1896
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Yankees at the Court

I wish to goodness we could go back to the old Therapia days! —LETTER TO PETER A. JAY FROM A DIPLOMATIC COLLEAGUE IN MONTEVIDEO IN 1925 ABOUT THEIR POLO CLUB IN CAIRO BEFORE WORLD WAR I

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

MY MOTHER’S ROOTS lay among the Louis Vuitton trunks stacked on shelves in the cellar at 1611 Twenty-ninth Street, her home in Washington. My mother moved into this house after her mother died in 1977. Some of the Vuitton suitcases had SMJ, for Susan Mary Jay, embossed on top. They lay there for more than fifty years like coffins, gathering dust, while my grandmother Susan Jay lived on and on, defying her doctors and sipping her one little daiquiri each evening, usually alone.

I visited Twenty-ninth Street regularly as a child; my grandmother rarely had other visitors. Her stories about the Jay family and their Huguenot ancestry somehow never caught my imagination. I sensed that they were worthy and industrious people, but there was a Puritan quality about them that somehow made me feel distanced from them.

My grandmother Susan Alexander Jay was a solid, sedentary woman with a round face and blue eyes. She was five feet seven  inches when my mother was born, and she moved slowly and deliberately. She seemed to be very fond of me, and I listened to her stories until she was in her late nineties. But in my adulthood, when I became aware of how demanding she had been on my mother, I realized that maybe she was not as sweet as she looked. My grandmother was physically resilient, and my mother inherited this quality. Both my grandmother and my mother survived colon cancer, both after major operations. When my mother was in her late sixties, she also survived a misdiagnosis that the cancer had returned.

My grandmother knew a great deal about our family ancestry, and what I know comes mostly from materials I collected from her basement. She was the eldest daughter of Colonel John J. McCook, a well-known corporate lawyer in New York. As a young girl, she accompanied her father in Moscow when he attended the coronation of Nicholas II, the last czar of Russia, in the spring of 1896. It seemed to me as if her life since then had been mainly a steady downhill slide. One of her favorite expressions was “Plus ça change, plus c’est la même chose!” (The more things change, the more they are the same!)

She had seven uncles, each of whom fought for the Union in the Civil War. They were known as the Fighting McCooks, famous in the annals of the Civil War. The clan consisted of “the tribe of Dan” and his eight sons, and “the tribe of John,” Dan’s brother, and his five sons—altogether fifteen men of Ohio. The two youngest, including my great-grandfather John, were students at Kenyon College in Gambier, Ohio, when the war began, and John was not allowed by their mother to enlist for two years. His best friend was his brother Charlie, who ran away to enlist. Charlie died in his father’s arms after the Battle of Bull Run. By the summer of 1862 John had turned seventeen, and his mother could no longer stop him from enlisting.
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Major Daniel McCook with his Henry rifle (from collectionof Mrs. Peter A. Jay)

John McCook began as an aide-de-camp to his older brother Dan Jr. in the 52nd Ohio Volunteer Infantry. After two years of fighting, he was wounded in the back at Shady Grove. After thirty-seven surgeries on his back he was told he could not return to active duty.

My grandmother also inherited a Presbyterian legacy through her mother’s father, Henry Alexander, son of Dr. Archibald Alexander, the first professor of Princeton Seminary—a “commonsensical Calvinist” as Time described him. Her father,  John McCook, had joined the law firm of his father-in-law and married Henry’s only daughter, Janetta.

The man Susan married, my grandfather Peter Jay, was the great-great-grandson of John Jay, best known as our country’s first chief justice of the Supreme Court. But he was also president of the Second Continental Congress, secretary of foreign affairs of the Confederation, and governor of the state of New York. According to John Adams, writing in 1815, he had “as much influence in digestion of the Constitution, and obtaining its adoption, as any man in the nation.” But it was his extensive role as one of our nation’s first diplomats, starting in 1779 at age thirty-three as minister to Spain, that probably influenced my mother more than anything.

In 1782, together with Benjamin Franklin and John Adams, John Jay traveled to Paris and negotiated the settlement of America’s Revolutionary War. Though these early Americans were rarely mentioned to me in my early childhood, the Treaty of Paris is commemorated by a small plaque on a building on the Left Bank in Paris, which my mother must have passed many times during the fifteen years she lived there.

Professor Richard B. Morris has written, “Jay’s diplomatic achievements in Paris still stand unrivalled in the annals of American diplomacy.” He was diligent and cautious. Twelve years later he negotiated the Jay Treaty, which in Washington’s view “bought time” and postponed another war until 1812, when America would be better prepared for battle.

In a book on the first Peter A. Jay, the oldest son of John Jay, one of his descendants records a revealing comparison between Alexander Hamilton and John Jay: “With Hamilton it was sentiment, with Jay a principle; with Hamilton enthusiastic passion, with Jay duty as well as love . . . Either would have gone through fire and water to do his country service . . . Hamilton with the roused rage of a lion, Jay with the calm friendliness of a man; or,  rather, Hamilton’s courage would have been that of a soldier, Jay’s that of a Christian.”

This tradition of conscience was reflected in the steps that the various Jays took to end slavery. Judge William Jay, son of the chief justice, was “one of the most prolific pamphleteers of the abolitionist movement,” and his son, William Jay Jr., forwarded fugitives out of New York City while he was a student at Columbia University.

My stepfather, Joe Alsop, would caustically observe that the only reason the Jays could afford public service was because they married the daughters of wealthy Dutch merchants along the Hudson River. Joe had a point. The first American Jay, Augustus, Justice John Jay’s grandfather, married Anna Maria Bayard, whose paternal grandmother was Anna Stuyvesant, Peter Stuyvesant’s sister. John Jay married Sarah Livingston, and subsequent generations married Van Cortlandts and Van Rennselaers. Further confirming Joe’s claim, I found a parchment letter that notes Peter Jay’s starting salary as twelve hundred dollars a year. Even in 1902, that would have done little to cover the expenses of a man who spent much of the diplomatic year playing polo and touring the world with friends.

The Jays’ frugality is reflected in a description Peter, the son of the chief justice, provides of his wife Josephine Pearson’s setting up a new house “& now wants to complete my ruin by embellishments, etc. etc. We will have a mighty small establishment altogether, first of all both Josie and I are pretty thin specimens of humanity, rather of the bean pole order . . . the house chimneys & all will go in your drawing room & have plenty of space left.”

My grandmother was far more focused on the subject of money than her husband was, and much of my mother’s seventy years of correspondence with her deals with issues of money. My grandmother once sent me a 1792 letter from Alexander Hamilton to John Jay’s wife, Sarah, apologizing that he had misplaced  some “Certificates,” presumably some bonds. Hamilton then declared, “Of all delinquencies, those towards the ladies I find the most inexcusable and hold myself bound by all the laws of chivalry to make the most ample reparation possible in any mode you shall find preferable. You will, of course, recollect that I am a married man!”
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Portrait of young Peter A. Jay by John Singer Sargent,painted in Paris in 1880

The Jays were generally more preoccupied with how to save money rather than with how to make it. This prudence about money is reflected half a century later in my grandfather’s letters from Eton to his mother, which often refer to saving up his allowance. Peter, who was in his early teens, writes his mother: “I am taking great care of my money. You will be astonished to see how much I will bring back. Papa, you may remember, wanted you to give me my 10 shillings a week in a lump sum at the beginning of the term, I did not want it.”
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Peter A. Jay and his brother DeLancey K. Jay with a dog, circa 1897

When I was growing up, no one in the Jay family, including my mother and grandmother, had much to say about Peter. According to my cousin Peter Jay, a Maryland horse farmer and publisher, the same was true on his side of the family. His namesake, my grandfather, was a largely forgotten man. My grandmother told many stories about the past, but her husband rarely figured in them.

I never knew either Peter or his brother, DeLancey Jay. Born respectively in 1877 and 1881, they both died before I was born. Their parents, Augustus Jay and Emily Astor Kane Jay, lived in Paris during the late nineteenth century while Augustus was serving in the American embassy. The two boys were sent to Eton at an early age. I have a packet of letters from them mostly addressed deferentially to their mother, who was living on the Avenue Marceau in Paris.

“Dear Mummy,” sixteen-year-old Peter writes from Eton, “I find that I have only 2 pairs of drawers; also I find I have a thin pair of trousers, summer ones. I have ordered a suit of tails as you told me to; also I have had my town coat well pressed and kept at the tailors.” He then mentions only briefly in closing, “I am going to the doctor this afternoon,” and signs off without indicating why he needed to see the doctor.

To my surprise, Peter was allowed to keep a pet squirrel, which, he tells his mother, eventually escaped or was killed by rats. Peter evidently found solace in little animals: “I have sold my guinea pigs—six of them—as well as six white rats I bought. You will be pleased to hear that I am tired of them, so I will not want them in Paris.”

Peter’s letters to his parents are predictably uncomplaining. “I am very well, and only cough when I run up stairs fast,” he writes. He tells in passing about two Eton boys who tried to run away, but both were caught. One was expelled and the other “only got another swishing.”

Peter’s “Mummy,” Emily Astor Kane, is known in the family as “The Black Pearl.” She had a lively appetite for Parisian pleasures, and—like my mother—was popular with French aristocrats. In the living room of the Antoine de Noailleses (Antoine was one of my childhood friends), I remember seeing a photograph of Emily skating in the Bois de Boulogne with Antoine’s Mouchy ancestors. Antoine’s grandparents, Henri and Marie, and his parents, Philippe and Diane, were close friends of my parents. Henri reminded my mother when they met in 1945 “not to believe for a second that the French are hospitable; they are simply bored with four years of their own society.” Like their British counterparts, the noble Mouchys boosted their flagging fortunes by befriending and occasionally marrying American heiresses. Emily made quite an impression. In my mother’s obituary the English papers claimed that her grandmother Emily used to rouge her nipples.
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Emily Astor Kane Jay (center) skating in the Bois de Boulogne with French friends: Bonnie de Castellane (far right) and the Comte and Comtess de Ganay, circa 1890

My grandfather Peter went from Eton to Harvard, graduating in 1900. Right up until his last post in Argentina he was concerned about paying his dues to the Old Etonian Association. Class notes from Harvard indicate that he stuttered slightly whenever he became animated. Soon after graduating, Peter continued a long family tradition by joining the Foreign Service. A newspaper clipping about his wedding nine years later reported: “Mr. Jay will probably remain a diplomat, for he has the rare qualities that make a man well fitted for this life. These qualities are his by inheritance. Perhaps the Jay family is the only one in this country, every generation of which for several centuries has produced the inborn talents of a diplomat.”

President Theodore Roosevelt, a family friend, had a more skeptical view of inherited privilege. Writing to Peter’s father, whom he addressed as “Gussie,” in October 1902, the president noted, “[I]t was a great pleasure to appoint your son,” but cautioned, “I want him to take his duties very seriously and above all to remember all the time that his usefulness is conditioned upon his remaining genuinely American and realizing that his duty is to his countrymen, wholly irrespective of their social condition.” 
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Letter from President Theodore Roosevelt to Peter A. Jay
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Peter A. Jay lying in a boat on the Nile, circa 1905

 Roosevelt may have had the exhibitionist “Black Pearl” in mind when he wrote this. However, he would have been sympathetic to the challenges of controlling strong-willed females, as he himself had little control over his oldest child, Alice Lee Longworth. “I can run the country or I can control Alice, but I can’t do both!” he reportedly once replied to a cabinet minister who complained to him about his daughter.

When my grandparents had to leave Paris, Grandmother Jay was not happy. As their ship entered New York Harbor and Peter remarked how welcoming the Statue of Liberty looked, she supposedly replied tartly, “They should have given it back to the Indians!”

Despite Roosevelt’s democratic ambitions, his friends’ daily life in the Foreign Service resembled a first-class compartment on the Orient Express filled with familiar faces from social clubs at Eton and Harvard. Polo matches around the world and private cabins on steamships were de rigueur. Peter’s old friend Hugh Gibson wrote from the U.S. Legation in Warsaw in 1922 half seriously of the “appalling eventuality” he had just heard that “the service will be put on a merit basis.” He stressed, however, that “we are getting enthusiastic here over the prospects of polo for next spring and summer. I have some ponies in mind that can be trained during the winter.”

Another diplomatic friend called Buck complained from Montevideo in 1925 that the Communists were trying to recruit his chauffeur, and “the cooks are forming a league against the house-maid-keeper who works with no reference of holidays . . . one of them knocked over ten dishes the other day before I had  her fired after a right royal row in the kitchen. I wish to goodness we could go back to the old Therapia days. There was no such trouble then.”

Horses played a big role in the Jay family. I suspect that my grandfather’s happiest days were spent on horseback before he got married. After his first year at Harvard he traveled around the world with two classmates, Francis Lee Higginson and William A. M. Burden. They were in a party that “American patrols at Tien-Tien” reported was “fired upon,” but “nobody was hurt.” A few years later Peter explored Persia on horseback and took a leisurely trip going down the Nile.

But Peter’s bachelor days were numbered. After being posted to Asia, he wrote to an old friend, saying that he did not enjoy Japan. Undoubtedly, the loneliness of his distant post influenced his decision to get married.

In her trunks my grandmother kept a thick envelope with newspaper clippings describing her wedding to Peter Jay in 1909. The ceremony took place at the Fifth Avenue Presbyterian Church with her uncle the Rev. Dr. Maitland Alexander officiating. Peter had eleven ushers. As reported in the papers, the guest list boasted many notable New Yorkers, including Mr. and Mrs. John D. Rockefeller I and the city’s mayor, George McClellan.

The McCooks’ home-state paper, the Ohio State Journal, was far more lavish in its coverage of the event. It devoted a full page to the wedding under the heading “Cherry Blossom Honeymoon” and featured original portraits of the couple. Perhaps thinking the angle exotic, the Journal emphasized that the couple would be heading to Japan after the wedding. First Lady Helen H. Taft wrote Peter a personal note of congratulations on White House stationery two days after her husband’s inauguration, noting that his new father-in-law, Colonel McCook, “has been well known to both of us for a long time.” She also sent a handwritten note of congratulations to my grandmother on her marriage.
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Polo game at Therapia Club, Cairo, Egypt, circa 1905

As it turned out, the young Jays were not in Japan for more than a year. Nevertheless, it was a memorable experience for my grandmother. She used to tell me about meeting General Aritomo Yamagata, the nationalistic warlord who reveled in the Japanese victories during the recently concluded Russo-Japanese War. When it came to venerating military figures, my grandmother was uncommonly ecumenical.

While my grandmother was no fan of the Roosevelt family—their brashness and impetuosity offended her sense of decorum—she and Peter did their best to promote President Roosevelt’s Christian mission to secure world order. As a friend of Roosevelt, but now professionally beholden to Taft, Peter Jay needed to be careful.

In 1910 Peter was instructed by President Taft to leave Japan and assume the position of consul general in Cairo. My grandmother later remembered the prewar years in Cairo as the liveliest period of her life. She may have romanticized her life in Egypt, but as an Anglophile she reveled in the final throes of its Kiplingesque world.

When World War I began, Peter was assigned to Rome. He wrote his wife a letter describing days spent introducing General John Pershing to the Italians who were petitioning America for aid. Peter compared Pershing to the British general Lord Herbert Kitchener, with whom they had become friendly in Cairo several years earlier: “He is a fine soldierly looking man, but entre nous I did not find much magnetism or profound intelligence. He seemed to me more military (in the Prussian officer style) than had K.” Lord Kitchener was the much admired hero who avenged the honor of the British Empire in 1895 after the Madhi killed General Charles Gordon in Khartoum.

I have a newspaper photograph of my grandfather Peter at the time of his appointment to Rome. He is a serious-looking man with a high forehead and an intense look in his eyes. His diplomatic passport records that he was thirty-eight years old, six feet one inch tall, with a “prominent” chin, an “oval medium full” face, and a “healthy” complexion. My grandmother joined Peter in Rome in 1915. Signed by the American ambassador Thomas Nelson Page, her passport shows her wearing a hat with flowers and a lace-trimmed dress with a small brooch at the top of its cleavage. The passport indicates that she was accompanied by her little daughter, my mother’s older sister, Emily.

My grandparents and their daughter Emily spent most of the First World War in Rome, where my mother, Susan Mary Jay, was born on June 19, 1918, the last year of the war. There was strangely little I could find in the old trunks about the Jay family’s years in Rome. Though they lived in a rented palazzo at the time my mother was born, they were almost within earshot of the front. The absence of documents may stem from the fact that the crisis atmosphere reduced the tendency to memorialize events in letters. Undoubtedly, the family was more focused on DeLancey Jay, who went into the trenches and was critically wounded (but perhaps I simply did not find the right trunk).

During the war DeLancey’s elbow was torn apart by machine-gun fire. It happened on a wet October day in the Argonne while he was leading his men to try to rescue the “Lost Battalion” of 550 men who had strayed into a small valley encircled by Germans. In Ultimate Sacrifice by Kevin Coyne, the wounded Jay, who was later awarded the Distinguished Service Cross, passed on his command to Eddie Grant, the baseball star, who had also joined in what was known as the Plattsburg movement under another Harvard man, General Leonard Wood. One third of the 1,200 men who attended the first Plattsburg camp were from Harvard.

Following DeLancey’s death in the spring of 1941, another World War I veteran, Grenville Clark, a noted peace advocate, wrote that DeLancey had “an almost uniquely high sense of obligation. Without even knowing it, his standard was that of conduct over and beyond the call of duty, not only in his army service, but in all relationships of his life.”

 

 

The two Jay boys married very different women. DeLancey’s wife, Elizabeth Morgan, was a gentle, warmhearted woman who loved animals. I remember last seeing her at her small house in Windsor, Vermont. In her father Edwin Denison Morgan’s Recollections for My Family one sees the relaxed, untidy happiness of a family-centered world. Family in the Morgan household meant everything, and money was there to be spent with a delightful lack of guilt.

The bulk of Morgan’s recollections revolve around hunting in England and Ireland or cruising around the world on one of his yachts. He was best known for having organized and partially financed the successful defense of the America’s Cup, first against both Lord Dunraven’s challenges in the 1890s and then against Sir Thomas Lipton’s challenge in 1901.

Morgan built houses—Beacon Rock on the ocean in Newport and Wheatly in Westbury, Long Island—with the same energy he built boats. He tried to get his neighbors to invest in an electric plant (later the Long Island Lighting Company) once it dawned on him that maintaining sixty-five gas lamps at Wheatly each day proved to be “a serious and unsatisfactory arrangement.”

What stands out most vividly for me is the family’s love of animals, whether breeding dogs or horses. My stepfather remembers being a young man visiting the Morgans at Wheatly, and all the small dogs in the living room made him think the carpet was moving. For my mother, these visits to her cousins’ home must have offered a welcome contrast to her parents’ empty house, with the barking of dogs replacing the sound of her father’s asthmatic coughing in another room.

During the summer of 1920, a gravely ill President Woodrow Wilson congratulated Peter on his appointment as minister to San Salvador. However, considering what a minor posting it was, and spending hours in discussion with his wife and getting the advice of his colleagues, Peter had accepted the appointment with major reservations, and only as an interim position.

Nevertheless, he arrived in San Salvador in 1921 in time for a revolutionary uprising. He reported home that casualties were limited and that he had met with students and workers to warn them against illegal violence. He made his disdain for such behavior clear: “During the height of the rioting all the Legations & Consulates, except ours, hoisted and kept flying their flags, but as I have such a deep contempt for these people, I declined to dignify the trouble by allowing our flag to be used.”

He also reported meeting with President Jorge Melendez, whom he felt was too conciliatory with the insurgents and thus would not last long. We have photographs showing Peter and his  American staff dressed in white linen suits holding pet dogs on their laps, looking somewhat out of place.

Later that same year, Senator Henry Cabot Lodge wrote my grandmother a polite note describing his efforts to expedite Peter’s Senate confirmation as minister to Romania. “Only three days before I went with Senator [Le Baron Bradford] Colt, who was most cordial about it, to the White House and the President approved it at once . . . It has been a great pleasure to me to be of service to you and your husband, whose father and mother are old friends of mine and his father was in my class in college and we were always very close friends.” Despite Theodore Roosevelt’s attempt to democratize the Foreign Service, the diplomatic corps remained something of an old boy’s club, with posts in Western Europe most in demand. Most diplomats shared the prevailing Eurocentric attitude about the Hispanics as “really impossible people,” as Peter put it in a letter to his mother sent from San Salvador.

 

 

Settling into Romania must have been a sharp contrast to the tropics of Central America. Peter’s initial role was to promote mining and oil rights for international companies, an initiative that no doubt bored him. The Romanian court life tested his patience as well. In June 1924 he wrote his wife about the annual public buffet at the racecourse: 



I sat by the Queen of Greece who is, as you know, very unresponsive, and so had a very stupid time compared to last year. She [Elisabetha, who had married King George of Greece three years earlier, who was now living back in Romania in exile] scarcely spoke to anyone at the table except myself who managed to occasionally stimulate her to some slight conversation. They—K&Q of Greece—left yesterday for Paris and London to take cures, a fat reducing one for her.”
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Queen Marie of Romania in peasant costume, a gift “with warm memories” to Peter A. Jay, circa 1925

Fortunately, Elisabetha’s mother, known as the Queen Mother of the Balkans, was one of the most extraordinary women in Europe. She offered a delightful consolation for Peter largely based on their shared love of riding. Born in England, Queen Marie was the granddaughter of Queen Victoria and Tsar Alexander II of Russia. Considered to be a future consort for Prince George, later King George V, she was shipped off instead by her mother at seventeen to marry Prince Ferdinand, the heir to the Romanian throne.

Having established herself with her fairly weak and socially inept husband, who was also notoriously clumsy on horseback, Marie was in her late forties and the mother of six children when the Jays arrived in Bucharest: “In Sinaia Marie led her family,  guests, and a pack of Russian wolfhounds on long tramps through the woods; in Bucharest she paid frequent visits to the Cismigiu Gardens, rising as early as 4.30 A.M. to catch the roses and peonies at their freshest . . . she still galloped her horses nearly every day, accompanied by whatever members of the younger generation could keep up with her.”

My grandmother kept the personal invitations Peter received to join the queen on her morning rides, as well as numerous signed photographs of her, often dressed in peasant clothes, some with wolfhounds at her side and some dedicated to “my friend.” In her biography of the queen, The Last Romantic, Hannah Pakula writes suggestively about Marie and Peter: “Both men and women became infatuated with Marie and had to be eased gently and smilingly out of her life. There was Peter Jay, the American Ambassador to Roumania; only his good manners saved them both from an embarrassing diplomatic situation.”

Because of her beauty and charisma, Marie became, according to Pakula, the target of unfounded rumors, especially among “the Roumanians for whom infidelity was a way of life.” One suspected lover was another American and a cousin of Peter’s, the handsome Waldorf Astor, who twenty years earlier had counseled the queen on how to approach her own people and had encouraged her to learn their language. When in 1906 Waldorf married an American, Nancy Langhorne Shaw, Marie continued to write many letters to maintain contact with the couple.

Several photos of my mother in Romania show a round-faced five-year-old with big brown eyes, dressed in furs and standing next to her friends, each with a toboggan. Looking today at the exotic costumes of Queen Marie’s oldest son, Carol II, and his father, King Ferdinand, with their Tyrolean-like plumed hats and medal-emblazoned uniforms, and the queen’s assortment of mink-lined coats and tiaras and long-veiled robes, there must have been a fairy-tale quality to my mother’s surroundings. In  one photograph of Peter in a parade on his way to putting the Congressional Medal on the Unknown Soldier’s grave, my grandfather stands out as remarkably unadorned in his top hat and dark suit.

There was also something Spartan about his account to his mother in July 1923 of his “stupid” brush with death on a runaway horse going through “some rather wild and woody country.” He explains that “though I ran him through a marshy ground some two or three feet deep to slow him down[,] I could not check him and could only spend my time avoiding hitting big trees.” Peter escaped with a broken right forearm and bruises.

Not surprisingly, there is a faintly weary tone to Peter’s long letter to his brother, “Lanny,” the following month reminiscing on their times together traveling from Bucharest to Constantinople in 1905. “It made me feel very old when I remembered that it was 20 years ago—September, 1903—that I became 1st Secretary [at Therapia], having already been 3rd Secretary in Paris and 2nd Secretary in Constantinople.” This time he describes having requested a destroyer with a crew of 127 to transport them from Bucharest to Constantinople, and how Susan became seasick on board because of the rough weather. Peter also concurs with DeLancey’s decision not to send his son Peter off to school at Eton.

My mother wrote an essay at Foxcroft about meeting the queen and refusing to recite a text she had been told to memorize for the occasion. This unusual act of social defiance stayed in Romania and surfaced only when I came across the essay as I dug through the Louis Vuitton trunks eighty years later.

My mother admits her ambivalent view of her Jay lineage in an amusing anecdote in her book To Marietta from Paris, 1945-1960: “Asked about myself by the Chinese in Peking a few years ago, I said that my ancestors were simple people who had felt deeply about their religion during the Ming Dynasty and  fled their native country, France, because of it. The Chinese warmed to this and asked respectfully if on arrival in America they had tilled the soil. I felt rather ashamed, in the People’s Republic, that I had never heard of much soil tilling.”

Peter’s final diplomatic post was as ambassador to Argentina. It is not clear how the Jays felt about accepting this assignment, but what is clear from the letters are the priorities he was assigned: “The importance of the Argentine as a field of commercial expansion cannot be overestimated[,] and the Secretary of State desires that nothing be left undone to cultivate and foster American trade throughout Latin America especially,” wrote his old friend Joseph C. Grew, the undersecretary of state. Peter’s answer was “qui s’excuse s’accuse,” which suggests that the chamber-of-commerce aspect of his duties did not thrill him.

Ironically, perhaps, Peter’s arrival in Buenos Aires in the spring of 1926 not only coincided with the notorious Sacco-Vanzetti trial but also was followed by a bomb attack in the city. Undaunted by the anticapitalist undertones of the event, Peter was the featured speaker at the U.S. Chamber of Commerce’s annual banquet at the Plaza Hotel in June. Peter wrote his old colleague William R. Castle a couple of days later that Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo Vanzetti were “of course swine who should have been executed long ago as common murderers” and were certainly not the “victims of cruel North American capitalism,” as elements of the press had suggested.

Given the significant amount of trade between the two countries, Argentina was a major post for an up-and-coming diplomat. Yet there is something in the tone of Peter’s letters that suggests a lack of excitement about his daily work. Within the year, my grandfather Peter Jay and his own family were to become victims themselves of a domestic tragedy that was a turning point in my mother’s life—one that would profoundly affect her future.

[image: 016]

Susan Mary and Emily Jay in Romania, circa 1922
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