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FOREWORD

I have always thought of the Hyde Park place with the greatest interest and affection
because with the exception of one or two old Van Rensselar or Livingston places, it
is the only country place in the North which has been well kept up for nearly two
centuries. It would be a wonderful thing to have the maintenance of it assured for all
time . . ..

President Franklin D. Roosevelt, 1939

The Vanderbilt estate came into the National Park Service (NPS) in 1940 due in large
part to the interest of FDR, who described the site as an arboretum. The President valued
the estate for its historical integrity, extraordinary river view, and its aged collection of
specimen trees. The site is described as representative of an economic and social period in
American history in the enabling legislation in 1940. And yet, a comprehensive study of the
site's integrity, significance, and representational value has not been undertaken until now.

To study the diverse resources of the Hyde Park estate, a team of five writers was
assembled. The landscape component had received scholarly attention in 1992 with the
publication of the Cultural Landscape Report for Vanderbilt Mansion National Historic Site.
For this larger study, emphasis was put on the architecture, designed interiors/furnishings,
and decor of the Mansion itself, and on the staffing and operation of the estate, which have
received little scholarly attention during the almost sixty years of NPS stewardship, and
practically none since the early 1960s. The park owes a debt of gratitude to Senior Curator
Nancy Waters of the Northeast Museum Services Center, and to the project consultants for
the energy, skill, and great personal interest with which they approached this project and for
the depth and breadth of their research. This study has unearthed a wealth of new
information, well beyond the sources that were previously known to exist; much of this
information is synthesized here, and even more sources are flagged for future research.
From this sound scholarly footing, a wide range of additional research and resource
documentation can be expected to emerge. Already, the results of the study are enriching
the experiences of our visitors and more fully informing our management of this striking
site.

Sarah Olson
Superintendent

Roosevelt-Vanderbilt National Historic Sites
December 1999
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PREFACE

When the Vanderbilt Mansion National Historic Site was designated by the
Secretary of the Interior on December 18, 1940, President Franklin D. Roosevelt hoped to
see the grounds set aside as an arboretum for public enjoyment. He believed the estate
would be an example of a social and economic phase of our national development that
would be of distinct national interest.

Unlike the site of a decisive battle, or the home of the great American patriot, the
justification for accepting the site was at least in part based on the belief that it was
"representative." The designation order states that certain buildings and structures of the
estate are "representative and illustrative of their period and hence of national significance
in the economic, sociological, and cultural history of the United States."

Taking the lead from the legislative mandate, park planning and research efforts
focused on economic, social, and cultural history. Surprisingly little scholarly research was
undertaken during the park's first half century on the developmental history of the estate,
the history and significance of the furnished interiors, the history and significance of the
cultural landscape, and the domestic life of the Vanderbilts and those employed on the
estate. These research efforts largely pre-date 1965 and are, therefore, not informed by the
most recent scholarship.

While these early research efforts provided a basis for managing and interpreting the
site, the research did not provide specific guidance for management decisions relating to
individual resources by type. A change in direction is represented by the publication in 1992
of a cultural landscape report for the site. This report, Cultural Landscape Report for
Vanderbilt Mansion National Historic Site, Volume I: Site History, Existing Conditions, and
Analysis, provided park staff with the basis for managing and interpreting the cultural
landscape.

This Historic Resource Study (HRS) applies the same level of scholarship to
assessment of the architecture, furnished interiors, and technological systems of the
mansion. The study reevaluates some of the conclusions of the prior cultural landscape
report (which placed emphasis on the pre-Vanderbilt era) looking specifically at the
potential significance of the landscape during the Vanderbilt and NPS stewardship. The
purpose of the HRS is to document and assess the cultural resources of the Vanderbilts'
Hyde Park, from 1895 when Frederick W. and Louise Vanderbilt purchased the property, to
Frederick's death in 1938, and to the present. The study evaluates the integrity and
significance of the property and places it within broader historical contexts. This analysis
will be used to revise the National Register Nomination form to include additional
descriptive information, new contexts, and an expanded Statement of Significance.

The HRS has taken an interdisciplinary approach to research and interpretation:
Peggy Albee (NPS) wrote sections on architecture. Ms. Albee is a project manager and

architectural conservator/historian for the NPS's Northeast Region Building Conservation
Branch. She is the author of numerous Historic Structure Reports including those for the

XV



Home of Franklin D. Roosevelt in Hyde Park, New York; First Parish Church in Quincy,
Massachusetts; and Old Harbor Life-Saving Station in Provincetown, Massachusetts. In
addition, she has written many materials analysis reports including a multi-year study of the
Old Executive Building in Washington, D.C.

Nina Gray (independent scholar) wrote sections on the furnished interiors of the mansion,
material culture, the architectural patronage of the Vanderbilt family, and country house
types. Ms. Gray has conducted extensive original research on late-nineteenth and early-
twentieth century design and interior decoration including furnishing plans for Lawnfield,
the James Garfield National Historic Site in Mentor, Ohio, and Meadow Croft, the circa
1910 John Ellis Roosevelt House in Sayville, Long Island. She was also responsible for
implementing the Meadow Croft furnishing plan. Her recent projects include the video
Beyond Architecture: The Frame Designs of Stanford White, "Within Golden Borders: The
Frames of Stanford White" in American Art Magazine, and a book review of Ogden Codman
and the Decoration of Houses in The American Decorative Arts Society Newsletter .

Pamela Herrick (independent scholar) wrote sections on the service areas of the mansion,
occupancy of the estate, the history of the Hudson Valley, and country house types. Ms.
Herrick has served as director of two historic sites in the Hudson River Valley. Her work as
consultant includes researching and writing assessments documenting the surviving fabric of
historic structures with recommendations for their treatment. Currently, she is researching
the history of a mid-nineteenth-century site that will appear in a planning document for the
establishment of a small, not-for-profit historic preservation resource center in the Hudson
Valley.

Molly Berger (independent scholar) wrote sections on the technology and mechanical
systems on the estate. Ms. Berger holds a PhD in history from Case Western Reserve
University and specializes in American history, American social/cultural history, the history
of nineteenth- and twentieth-century American technology, and the history of medicine.
She has held academic positions at John Carroll University, Case Western Reserve
University, and Oberlin College. Her recent publications include "A House Divided:
Technology, Gender, and Consumption in America's Luxury Hotels, 1825-1860" in His and
Hers, Gender Consumption, and Technology and "The American System: The Nineteenth-
century American Luxury Hotel" in Proceedings of 19th Annual Meeting, Groupe de
Recherche et d'Etudes Nord-Americaines.

H. Eliot Foulds (NPS) wrote sections on the cultural landscape. Mr. Foulds is a historical
landscape architect for the NPS's Olmsted Center for Landscape Preservation. His projects
include rehabilitation guidelines for the historic motor-road system and CCC-era
campgrounds at Acadia National Park, detailed treatment plans and construction
documents for the rehabilitation of the Wright Brothers Memorial in Dayton, Ohio, and an
assessment of and recommendations for the historic military landscape of Fort Hancock in
Sandy Hook, New Jersey. His research and treatment planning for historic country places
and residential landscapes include Frederick Law Olmsted National Historic Site in
Brookline, Massachusetts; Weir Farm National Historic Site in Ridgefield, Connecticut; and
Marsh-Billings-Rockefeller National Historical Park in Woodstock, Vermont.

Each writer brought a unique perspective to analysis of the resources and relied upon
primary source materials, secondary sources, and comparisons with related gilded-age
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properties in their assessments. While primary sources relating specifically to the Frederick
Vanderbilts are exceedingly limited, primary source materials illuminating the development
of the furnished interiors, the park and garden portions of the estate landscape, and the
management of the estate are quite rich. The papers of the architectural firm and the
decorators which survive in public collections contributed greatly to the study, as did
volumes of estate ledgers in the Park's collections. Additionally, and perhaps most
importantly, the high degree of integrity in the architecture, interior finishes, furnishings,
and mechanical systems of the mansion as well as the park and gardens contributed
significantly to the research and interpretation in the HRS and offer rich source material for
the continued study of gilded-age country places by scholars.

This study requires the discussion and comparison of architectural terms which may
not be familiar to the reader, therefore a glossary of terms has been included.

The content of this HRS was submitted by the authors in early 2000 but the report
was not edited and formatted for printing until 2008.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The Historic Resource Study (HRS) for Vanderbilt Mansion National Historic Site
addresses the architecture of the mansion, its furnished interiors, the mechanical systems of
the mansion and transportation systems of the estate, the cultural landscape, and occupancy
of the estate from the Vanderbilt period to the present.

Architecture of the Mansion

McKim, Mead & White was America's preeminent architectural firm by the end of
the nineteenth century. The house designed for Frederick and Louise Vanderbilt by
McKim, Mead & White is representative of the firm's Neoclassical Beaux-Arts architecture
from this time period. Itis a clear, concise, and beautiful design, highly successful in its
interpretation of Beaux-Arts theory. Neoclassical structures with Beaux-Arts
ornamentation were rarely built for country-place architecture. While a few others of this
type survive in other locales, the Vanderbilt Mansion was the only one ever constructed in
the Hudson River Valley. In addition to its significance as a rare architectural design for the
country place, it is also a component of the whole of Vanderbilt grand-house commissions
from Frederick's generation of builders, an outstanding legacy left for America's heritage.

Furnished Interiors

The furnished interiors of the Vanderbilt Mansion at Hyde Park represent gilded-
age interior decoration of the highest level. The rooms are a combination of architect-
designed interiors and decorator-designed interiors executed by Charles Follen McKim, the
architect of the mansion; and Ogden Codman and Georges Glaenzer, two successful
decorators of the period. The sub-contractors represent another level of participation: the
McKim interiors were executed by Herter Brothers and A.H. Davenport, prominent interior
decorators, as well as contractors. Stanford White served the interesting and perhaps
unique role of antiques dealer for Frederick Vanderbilt and was responsible for extensive
purchases in Europe in the fall of 1897. The mansion incorporates a number of different
styles, typical of gilded-age decoration. The formal public spaces were designed to emulate
old European rooms, while the Vanderbilts' private spaces imitated French and Italian
aristocratic room decoration. The interiors survive with almost all of the major furnishings
and provide a rich context for studying the taste and style of the Gilded Age.

Service Areas

The basement and third floor service areas within the Vanderbilts' Hyde Park
mansion are a rare survival of the complete range of interrelated work spaces and staff
housing of a gilded-age country place laid out on a Beaux-Arts plan. The symmetry and
balance of the floor plan, which was carried over from the first public floor of the house,
dictated the arrangement of service rooms around the central ellipse. Overall functional
efficiency, a hallmark of country house design, was sacrificed to ensure perfect architectural
balance. However, within each service floor, the assigned room usage resulted in a discrete
series of functional zones relating to household operations. These functional zones were an
architectural manifestation of the management system and daily operations of the household
departments as well as the socio-economic hierarchy within the household staff itself. The
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intact survival of the service areas at Hyde Park provides a rare opportunity for
interpretation and access to these spaces by the public.

Mechanical Systems

The mechanical systems of the Vanderbilt estate at Hyde Park were central, not only
to the day-to-day functioning of the estate, but also to the definition of luxury that the
Vanderbilts constructed for themselves. The centerpiece of the mechanical infrastructure
was the direct current powerhouse that generated electricity to light the mansion and the
Pavilion and to pump water throughout the estate. Water was used to irrigate the lawns and
gardens and for general household use in the various buildings. Other systems included
heating and ventilation, internal and external communication, the elevator and dumbwaiter,
and the kitchen and laundry facilities. The mansion is also notable for its steel frame
construction. Each system was representative of standard contemporary practice for elite
country places. None were particularly elaborate or pretentious, yet together they spoke of
a standard of living that far exceeded that of most people in the United States.

Landscape Architecture

The overall organization of Hyde Park's landscape pre-dates the time period of this
study. Landscape elements discrete to the period include the ensemble of buildings and
structures, the expansion and stylistic detailing of the formal garden, and refinements to the
road system. In this respect, the landscape at Hyde Park, as an element in the Vanderbilts'
well-crafted environment, stands apart from their dwelling, its furnishing and mechanical
systems, or the organization of personal services, in that it cannot be entirely ascribed to
their efforts. The Vanderbilts employed James L. Greenleaf, a relative newcomer to the
field of landscape architecture, to transform an existing formal garden into the Italianate
style which had become popular during the period. Greenleaf's redesign is significant as an
early example of his work. He would later enjoy a national reputation. Yet, Greenleaf was
only the best known of a succession of landscape designers and advisors employed at Hyde
Park, which included Herbert Shears as the property's superintendent. If one assumes that
the sum of their efforts at Hyde Park brought the Vanderbilts pleasure, then the
modifications to the property's landscape represent an effort to adapt a pre-existing Hudson
Valley country property to reflect their personal and variable tastes. Choices made
regarding their dwelling indicate a preference for the then-fashionable Neoclassical Beaux-
Arts architecture. Yet in the larger ensemble of buildings and structures found throughout
the landscape, there is greater stylistic complexity of both form and relationship to the land
that is symptomatic of an eclectic preference. In retaining many of the pre-existing
landscape elements, such as plantings and circulation patterns, the Vanderbilts should not
be understood as having taken a preservationist approach. While their wealth made possible
an enhanced program of caretaking and maintenance, it also engendered a vast campaign of
new landscape design and construction.

Significance of the Estate
The Vanderbilt Mansion National Historic Site is significant as a remarkably
complete example of a gilded-age country place in terms of the architecture, room

arrangement, interior finishes and furnishings, and mechanical systems of the mansion itself
as well as the surviving road system and landscaped grounds including the park and formal
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gardens. The site represents the rural domestic ideal of elite gilded-age families and
provides context for the study of other types of gilded-age residences, including the urban
townhouse, the seaside cottage, and the vacation house. It is these four house types, taken as
a whole, which best represent the social, domestic, and economic priorities of gilded-age
families such as the Vanderbilts, and the Vanderbilt Mansion is a historically significant
example which adds richness and depth to our understanding of this era in American
domestic and architectural history.
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INTRODUCTION

In May 1895, Frederick W. and Louise Vanderbilt purchased an estate in Hyde Park,
New York, overlooking the Hudson River and with a distant view to the Catskill Mountains.
They engaged McKim, Mead & White to renovate the extant house. Charles Follen McKim
served as the partner-in-charge of the Hyde Park project. Norcross Brothers were the
general contractors. Between September and November of 1895, the Pavilion was
constructed on the site of the estate's former coach house. The Pavilion served as a
residence for the family during construction. Plans for the Howard and Wales residences
were finalized at this time as well. These houses were built on the estate for Edward Wales, a
close Vanderbilt associate, and Thomas and Rose Howard, a niece of Louise Vanderbilt.
Also during this period, plans for renovation of the extant house were completed. However,
deficiencies in the old structure resulted in a new design, finalized in the late summer of
1896. The initial construction phase resulted in erection of the building and completion of
the majority of its exterior detail by the end of 1896. R.H. Robertson designed the Hyde
Park Coach House as early as August 1895.

The interiors of the fifty-four-room mansion were designed and executed between
1896 and 1899. The rooms are variously architect-designed and decorator-designed with
McKim laying out the plan of the house and supervising the design of many of the interior
spaces. Stanford White assisted McKim by serving as an antiques buyer for the project.
Herter Brothers and A.H. Davenport were the subcontractors who executed McKim's
interior designs. The Vanderbilts also hired Georges Glaenzer and Ogden Codman to
decorate several rooms, and E.F. Caldwell & Co. manufactured the majority of the lighting.

The estate's technical systems included two bridges of Melan Arch design, the White
Bridge and the Rustic Bridge, on Crum Elbow Creek. An isolated electrical generating plant
powered the estate. The powerhouse was designed and built by the engineering firm W. T.
Hiscox & Co. in 1897, and generated the estate's electricity until the 1930s. In 1940 power
was obtained from the Central Hudson Gas & Electric Company. The estate's water
sources, the Hudson River, Crum Elbow Creek, Sherwood Pond, and a spring near the
Gardener's Cottage and Wales House, were integrated into a system of dams, pipes, a
standpipe, pumping machinery, artesian wells, cisterns, and cesspools. The water system
was self-sufficient until 1941 when it connected to the Village of Hyde Park's water system.
The heating and air conditioning plants in the mansion were installed by Baker, Smith, and
Company.

As Frederick continued the estate's development, he purchased the neighboring
Sexton Tract which was previously part of the estate and reintegrated it with the rest of the
property. All the Sexton structures were removed and the former north overlook drive
along the ridge was partially rebuilt. The Vanderbilts undertook a major construction
program and replaced all the structures on the Sexton Tract with the exception of the Boat
House at Bard Rock. The extant formal gardens were augmented during this period with
new features and an extension at a lower level to the east. The gardens were designed in
sequence by James Greenleaf, Meehan and Sons Nurseries, and Robert Cridland. Overall,
the Vanderbilts retained the estate organization and existing specimen tree collection adding
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many new plantings. The farm side of the estate was improved and highly productive during
the Vanderbilts' ownership.

Louise Vanderbilt's niece Margaret Van Alen inherited the estate in 1938, and after
briefly offering the estate for sale, she worked with Franklin D. Roosevelt to donate a
portion of it to the National Park Service. Only the estate acreage west of the Albany Post
Road was transferred to public ownership, while the farm side was sold. The public portion
of the estate was designated Vanderbilt Mansion National Historic Site in 1940. The
transition from private to public ownership was accompanied by thorough documentation
of the specimen tree collection, photographic documentation of the estate, and initial master
planning. No substantial changes to the organization or character of the portion of the
property transferred to the NPS were carried out. Two small parking lots and one large
parking lot were added for visitor use. Over the years the greenhouses, two boathouses, and
tennis court were allowed to deteriorate and were eventually demolished. The woodland
edges and composition were altered by ecological succession, invasion of volunteer species,
and limited maintenance. The essential character of the landscape, mansion architecture,
and interiors remain intact.

Vanderbilt Mansion National Historic Site was listed on the National Register on
October 15, 1966 and documented on October 6, 1980. The documentation form lists the
property as significant in the areas of architecture, economics, and landscape architecture
for the periods 1800 to 1899 and 1900 to [1999].

Today visitors are able to walk the grounds and take guided tours of many of
Vanderbilt Mansion's furnished rooms. The Pavilion serves as the park visitors' center.
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CHAPTER ONE

THE GILDED AGE AND COUNTRY PLACES

HISTORIOGRAPHIC ESSAY

The late 1890s, when Frederick and Louise Vanderbilt constructed their house at Hyde
Park, falls at the end of that part of American history commonly referred to as the Gilded Age.
The Vanderbilt residency spans the turn of the century into the Progressive Era, through the
First World War, the Twenties, and the Great Depression. Dividing history into periods such as
these is one of historians' most significant devices for trying to make sense of the past.
Historical periods are arbitrary hypotheses that depend on interpretation for their validity.
Thus, it is the topic of inquiry that lends credence to a particular periodization and helps us to
understand societies and how they change.

Mark Twain and Charles Dudley Warner's utopian satire, The Gilded Age (1873), lends its
name to the period that stretches from the end of the Civil War (1865) to roughly the end of the
nineteenth century. Sean Dennis Cashman relates that Twain and Warner took the phrase from
Shakespeare: "To gild refined gold, to paint the lily, / . . . Is wasteful and ridiculous excess.""
And so in this way, the label invokes the wasteful indulgences of the late century's captains of
industry. Historians did not immediately or consistently make the phrase their own.

By 1948, Richard Hofstadter used the term unselfconsciously in The American Political
Tradition.” His 1955 Age of Reform, an interpretation of the Progressive Era, is periodized from
1890. When referring to the Gilded Age, Hofstadter specifically points to the "tycoons and
industry-builders" who emerged after the Civil War.” By the mid-1950s, the standardization of
the American history survey employed it to designate a period characterized by the larger than
life personalities of an emerging industrial state. To quote business historian Glenn Porter, "For
the first time, whole industries came to be identified with names of the powerful individuals who
dominated them - Cornelius Vanderbilt, E. H. Harriman, and James J. Hill in railroads, Cyrus
McCormick in reapers, John D. Rockefeller in oil, J. P. Morgan in finance, James B. Duke in
tobacco, Gustavus Swift and Philip Armour in meatpacking, Andrew Carnegie in steel."*

While the nation's process of industrialization during the late nineteenth century still
serves as the dominant theme for interpreting this period, the use of the phrase, "The Gilded

! Sean Dennis Cashman, America in the Gilded Age; From the Death of Lincoln to the Rise of Theodore
Roosevelt, 3™ ed. (New York: New York University Press, 1993), 3.

2 Richard Hofstadter, The American Political Tradition and the Men Who Made It (1948; reprint, New
York: Vintage Books, 1989), 213.

3 Richard Hofstadter, The Age of Reform, From Bryan to F. D. R. (1955, reprint; New York: Alfred A.
Knopf, 1989), 140; 142; 232; 323.

* Glenn Porter, "Industrialization and the Rise of Big Business," in The Gilded Age, Essays on the Origins of
Modern America, ed. Charles W. Calhoun (Wilmington, DE: SR Books, 1996), 9.



The Gilded Age and Country Places

Age," is no longer seen as particularly precise in describing the dramatic shifts of the post-Civil
War era and the complexity of responses to them. The past forty years has witnessed a shift in
emphasis in the historical literature from elite politics and business on a national scale to social
history with its focus on the topical analysis of subjects like race, class, and gender, and mass
developments such as urbanization and consumerism. These issues find little relevance in the
artificial periodization as defined by Twain's "gilded age" with its limited reference to machine
politics and wasteful consumption. A brief survey of recent American history texts reveals that
historians have turned to an organizational interpretation that in part results from three
influential works, Robert Wiebe's The Search for Order, 1877-1920 (1967), Alfred D. Chandler's
The Visible Hand (1977), and Alan Trachtenberg's The Incorporation of America; Culture and
Society in the Gilded Age (1982).> Thus, students learn about "The New Industrial Order,"
"Economic Change and the Crisis of the 1890s," "The Emergence of Modern America," and
"Nationalizing the Republic."® These broader categories encompass and integrate a greater
range of people into the historical narrative and open up new sets of questions about the
changes generated by an industrializing society and the diverse responses to them.

Both of these analytical structures are useful in studying the Vanderbilts and Hyde Park.
Older interpretations of the Gilded Age fit because of the Vanderbilts' elite economic status. Yet
their wealth also relied on the new organizational society, thus demonstrating both the
complexities of periodization and the continued utility of older interpretations when
synthesized with new works of historical analysis. Even though Frederick Vanderbilt's fortune
was a third generation inheritance, he nonetheless served as a director of the New York Central
Railroad and forty-three others.” Historians credit the railroads as the key to the establishment
of a national market and as the pioneer in the organizational innovations of big business.®
Railroad practices contributed to labor unrest and political movements such as the Granger and
Populist movements. The progressive movements that sought reform in the face of corporate
hegemony also worked to the advantage of industrialists who lobbied the government for less
radical legislation favorable to their interests.’

> Robert H. Wiebe, The Search for Order, 1877-1920 (New York: Hill and Wang, 1967); Alfred D.
Chandler, Jr., The Visible Hand, The Managerial Revolution in American Business (Cambridge, MA: The
Belknap Press, 1977); and Alan Trachtenberg, The Incorporation of America; Culture and Society in the
Gilded Age (New York: Hill and Wang, 1982).

6 James West Davidson, et. al. Nation of Nations, A Narrative History of the American Republic, 3" ed.
(New York: McGraw Hill, 1998); Randall Woods and Willard Gatewood, America Interpreted, A Concise
History with Readings (Ft. Worth, TX: Harcourt Brace & Company, 1998); George Brown Tindall and
David E. Shi, America, A Narrative History (New York: W.W. Norton, 1996); and Bernard Bailyn, et. al.,
The Great Republic, 4™ ed. (Lexington, MA: D.C. Heath and Company, 1992). See also John M. Murrin,
et. al., Liberty, Equality, Power, A History of the American People, 2" ed. (Ft. Worth, TX: Harcourt Brace
& Company, 1996); and John Mack Faragher, et. al., Out of Many, A History of the American People, 2" ed.
(Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1997).

" Edwin Hoyt, The Vanderbilts and Their Fortunes (Garden City, NY: Doubleday & Company, 1962), 353.
8 Porter, 10-11. See also Chandler and Olivier Zunz, Making America Corporate, 1879-1920 (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1990), both of which describe and interpret the rise of middle management in
large industries such as railroads and insurance.

? Steven J. Diner, A Very Different Age, Americans of the Progressive Era (New York: Hill and Wang, 1998),
49. See also Gabriel Kolko, The Triumph of Conservatism: A Re-interpretation of American History, 1900-
1916 (New York: Free Press, 1963); and James Weinstein, The Corporate Ideal in the Liberal State: 1900-
1918 (Boston: Beacon Press, 1968).
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Frederick and Louise Vanderbilts' lives, their houses, lifestyle, and interests cannot be
divorced from the major political, economic, social, cultural, and demographic events of the
time. Their estate at Hyde Park needs to be interpreted not just within the context of others
more or less like it, but also as part of the seamless web of American society and its history.
When focused on the Vanderbilts and other elites, it is easy to lose sight of just how rarefied
their lives were when compared to that of the vast majority of Americans. Data shows that there
were 125,000 families in the United States in 1890 with annual incomes over $50,000. The
wealthiest one percent of families in 1890 owned 50% of the real and personal property.'°
However, most workers at the time earned less than $800 per year with many, especially
servants and industrial laborers, earning less than the $544 yearly income that marked the
poverty line."!

Class definitions are not based on income alone. Race, ethnicity, occupation, education,
and religion shaped class identification as well. For example, teaching, while paying far less than
industrial jobs, still conferred middle-class status. Elite behavior sought both to set cultural
standards and to separate itself from other classes of people in ways that perhaps could be
emulated but certainly not replicated. And, as Kathy Peiss has demonstrated in her study of
working class women in New York City, cultural transfer worked both ways, from the bottom
up as well as from the top down."

For most contemporary historians, the Gilded Age and the Progressive Era together span
a period from the end of the Civil War and Reconstruction to 1920, but where the one ends and
the other begins is a question of perspective and perhaps it is not the most important question.
The development of history itself as a profession is bound up in this period. Up until about
1890, most historians worked in the tradition of gentlemen-amateurs. The development of the
modern American university produced a new class of historians, trained in scientific methods of
objectivity whose careers were tied to academic employment.® These "New Historians,"
represented by Frederick Jackson Turner, James Harvey Robinson, Charles Beard, and Carl
Becker, came of age during the great economic depression of the 1890s and thus were shaped by
what Hofstadter called this "turning point in the American mind." Their ideology and
methodology turned away from past histories of moral and constitutional argument and Civil
War to a systematic critique of capitalism and capitalists.'"* Vernon L. Parrington's influential
1930 assessment of the Gilded Age painted a national picture of crass materialism where the

10 Ray Ginger cites the 1893 population at 67 million. (Ray Ginger, Age of Excess, The United States From
1877 to 1914 [New York: The MacMillan Company, 1965], 36.)

" Nell Irvin Painter, Standing at Armageddon, The United States, 1877-1919 (New York: W. W. Norton &
Company, 1987), xix-xx. Painter cites United States Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census,
Historical Statistics of the United States (1975) and Charles B. Spahr, An Essay on the Present Distribution of
Wealth in the United States (1896).

12 Kathy Peiss, Cheap Amusements, Working Women and Leisure in Turn-of-the-Century New York
(Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1986).

B3 Richard Hofstadter, The Progressive Historians, Turner, Beard, Parrington (New York: Alfred A. Knopf,
1968), 35. See also Joyce Appleby, Lynn Hunt, Margaret Jacob, "The Heroic Model of Science," in Telling
the Truth About History (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1994); and Peter Novick, That Noble
Dream, The "Objectivity Question" and the American Historical Profession (Cambridge and New York:
Cambridge University Press, 1988).

14 Hofstadter, Progressive Historians, 41-3; Novick, That Noble Dream, 92-5.
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center of power shifted from the democracy to the money-makers, an era of exploitation that he
called the "Great Barbeque.""

Matthew Josephson continued this line of interpretation with his substantial and
scathing history, The Robber Barons, The Great American Capitalists, 1861-1901 .16 Focused on
the industrialist giants of the period, among them Jay Gould, John Jacob Astor, Cornelius
Vanderbilt, Andrew Carnegie, John D. Rockefeller, and Jay Cooke, Josephson, on his opening
page, accuses these men of acting "without those established moral principles which fixed more
or less the conduct of the common people of the community.""” Josephson described
Vanderbilt in particular as "the most astonishing of all the famous parvenus" with a contempt
for the law, a "sharp wharf-rat's tongue," and a practice of raising "rates without pity, to the
lasting misery of his clients." Others suffered equally under his pen. As with many such
histories, 1901 served as a critical point in time. This year saw both the creation of U.S. Steel as
the country's first billion-dollar corporation and the assassination of the President of the United
States, William McKinley. His successor, Theodore Roosevelt, engaged the corporate trusts and
led the federal government towards a public policy agenda that would address the social
dislocations resulting from industrialization."®

In 1957, Samuel P. Hays' The Response to Industrialism, 1885-1914, marked a significant
reinterpretation of the period that focused on the dramatic changes in American life wrought by
the forces of industrialization rather than on the captains of industry. Hays calls this period the
"Populist-Progressive Era," a label that represents his interest in labor issues, women's activism,
popular politics, reform, and agrarian unrest.'” Ray Ginger's synthetic Age of Excess falls within
this transitional historiography, influenced as it is by Hays, Kolko, and Robert Wiebe's early
essays. Ginger emphasized both economic and social change, including within his analysis
groups such as labor, Native Americans, and black Americans. Robert Wiebe's remarkably
influential 1967 book, The Search for Order, 1877-1920, argued that a fundamental
organizational shift occurred that transformed a nation of disjointed "island communities" into
a national bureaucratic society administered by middle-class professionals who mediated
between everyday life and the impersonal world. Wiebe's synthesis transformed historians'
understanding of the period and continues as a staple in the historiography.*

In more recent work on the period, John Whiteclay Chambers' Tyranny of Change
focuses on social problems exacerbated by the emergence of an industrial-urban society. The

> H. Wayne Morgan, "An Age in Need of Reassessment: A View Beforehand," in The Gilded Age, A
Reappraisal, ed. H. Wayne Morgan (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 1963), 2-3. Vernon Lewis
Parrington, The Beginnings of Critical Realism in America, 1860-1920, vol. 3 of Main Currents in American
Thought (New York: Harcourt Brace, 1930).

16 Matthew Josephson, The Robber Barons, The Great American Capitalists, 1861-1901 (New York:
Harcourt, Brace and Company, 1934).

17 Josephson, Robber Barons, 1.

'8 Ballard C. Campbell, The Growth of American Government, Governance from the Cleveland Era to the
Present (Bloomington: University of Indiana Press, 1995).

' Samuel Hays, The Response to Industrialism, 1885-1914 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1957).
See also Richard L. McCormick, "Public Life in Industrial America, 1877-1917," in The New Social
History, ed. Eric Foner (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1990).

20 See Kenneth Cmiel, "In Retrospect, Destiny and Amnesia: The Vision of Modernity in Robert Wiebe's
The Search for Order," in Reviews in American History 21(1993): 352-68 for a recent re-evaluation of
Wiebe's work.
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period was a time marked by both incredible progress and, in equal measure, frightening social
dislocations. Chambers credits Progressive reform with idealistic, yet inspirational, reforms
meant to mitigate the effects of a "self-regulating" society through government intervention.*!
Nell Irvin Painter framed her study, Standing at Armageddon, The United States, 1877-1919
within a conflict between differing value systems, one championing prosperity, the other,
democracy. Painter argues that economic interests created an aristocracy that undermined
democracy, represented by a variety of competing interests located in labor, race, and gender
issues. Sean Dennis Cashman published his third edition of America in the Gilded Age, From the
Death of Lincoln to the Rise of Theodore Roosevelt in 1993. This edition is notable in the context
of this study for its attention to the American Renaissance, the high culture of the period.
Cashman states that the art of the Gilded Age would be that period's most enduring legacy and
interprets it as an agent of American nationalism.”* As with the other recent histories of the
period, America in the Gilded Age seeks to tell a fuller story that integrates economic and
technological change with social history and its focus on labor, class, gender, and race.

In contrast to these studies which focus on social transformation and responses to
industrialization, another category of analysis looks more specifically at economic change and
the men who drove corporatization. The seminal work in this field is Alfred D. Chandler, Jr.'s
The Visible Hand, The Managerial Revolution in American Business (1977). Chandler describes
the railroad as the seedbed for the corporate shift to a managerial structure and as the model for
nationally organized corporations, including not just transportation networks, but also
production and distribution industries. Chandler's work chronicles the emergence of the
vertically-integrated corporation, but Naomi R. Lamoreaux's The Great Merger Movement in
American Business, 1895-1904 looks at the process of horizontal consolidation that occurred at
the turn of the last century. This movement resulted in the merger of many or all competitors in
an industry into a single, giant enterprise. Lamoreaux attributes the merger movement to "the
development of capital-intensive, mass-production manufacturing techniques in the late
nineteenth century; the extraordinarily rapid growth that many capital-intensive industries
experienced after 1887; and the deep depression that began in 1893."* William Cronon's
Nature's Metropolis, Chicago and the Great West analyzes the transformations of the late
nineteenth century as a relationship between economic and ecological forces, tracing the paths
between urban markets and the natural systems that supplied them.** The growth of Chicago's
rail systems, banking networks, and commodity industries such as grain, lumber, and meat,
opened the western regions to the process of industrialization and connected them to eastern
centers of wealth.

John N. Ingham looks at the social influence of the business elite who emerged as part of
these processes. The Iron Barons studies the rise of iron and steel magnates in Pittsburgh from
1874-1965. Rather than interpreting this story as a mythological "rags to riches" one, Ingham
traces the way in which a provincial upper-class secured positions of social parity not just with
the old-guard of a city like Pittsburgh, but also with established wealth in financial centers such

*! John Whiteclay Chambers II, The Tyranny of Change: America in the Progressive Era, 1900-1917 (New
York: St. Martin's Press, 1980). Chambers published a second edition in 1992 that changed the title dates
to 1890-1920.

*2 Cashman, 168-70.

2 Naomi R. Lamoreaux, The Great Merger Movement in American Business, 1895-1904 (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1985), 187-8.

*William Cronon, Nature's Metropolis, Chicago and the Great West (New York: W. W. Norton &
Company, 1991).
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as New York, Boston, and Philadelphia.25 Another window into the rise of big business is
through biography. Two recent ones include Ron Chernow's acclaimed Titan, The Life of John
D. Rockefeller Sr. which explores the complexity and contradictions between Rockefeller's
personal and corporate lives and Jean Strouse's Morgan, American Financier, a biography of J.
Pierpont Morgan.”

Driving the nineteenth century's transformation were dramatic technological inventions
and innovations. Historians sometimes refer to the turn of the century and beyond as the
"second industrial revolution." Characterized by the rise of mass production and mass
consumption, industry in this period reaped the benefits of electricity, the internal combustion
engine, streamlined industrial organization, the telephone, and advances in steel production,
photography, and the chemical industry. By 1890, the United States was well on its way to
becoming the world's greatest industrial power.”” The literature of the history of technology
positions itself along a continuum that ranges from works that focus on the invention and
development of particular technologies and practices to those that imbed their interpretations
within social and cultural contexts. An example of the former might be David Hounshell's
important standard, From the American System to Mass Production, 1800-1932 which traces the
evolution of production techniques from the armory system to Ford's assembly line. Social
histories include David Nye's Electrifying America and Claude S. Fischer's America Calling, A
Social History of the Telephone to 1940, to name just two. Excellent interdisciplinary studies for
this period that analyze the interaction between technological development and American
culture include Cecelia Tichi's Shifting Gears and Martha Banta's Taylored Lives, both of which
explore technological themes such as Taylorism and the "cult of the engineer" in literature and
other kinds of texts and narratives. A good overview that captures the enthusiasm and
complexity of technological change is Thomas P. Hughes' American Genesis, A Century of
Invention and Technological Enthusiasm.*®

Related to the history of technology and the Vanderbilt study is the history of
engineering education. The classic is Monte Calvert's The Mechanical Engineer in America,
1830-1910. Calvert's book chronicles the conflict between engineers trained in shop culture and

»John N. Ingham, The Iron Barons, A Social Analysis of an American Urban Elite, 1874-1965 (Westport,
CT: Greenwood Press, 1978).

% Ron Chernow, Titan: The Life of John D. Rockefeller Sr. (New York: Random House, 1998); Jean
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*" See Cashman, Chapter 1; Gary Cross and Rick Szostak, Technology and American Society (Englewood
Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1995), Chapter 10; and Terry Smith, Making the Modern, Industry, Art, and
Design in America (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993). For general texts in the history of
technology, see Carroll Pursell, The Machine in America (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press,
1995); Ruth Schwartz Cowan, A Social History of American Technology (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1997); Alan I. Marcus and Howard P. Seagal, Technology in America: A Brief History (Englewood
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(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1995).

28 David A. Hounshell, From the American System to Mass Production, 1800-1932 (Baltimore: Johns
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those emerging from newly founded engineering schools, of which Yale's Sheffield Scientific
School, where Frederick Vanderbilt attended college, was one.”” Samuel Haber places the
growth and fragmentation of engineering into the wider context of late nineteenth-century
professionalization in The Quest for Authority and Honor in the American Professions, 1750-1900.
The increasing significance of both science and industrial bureaucracy is the subject of Leonard
S. Reich's The Making of American Industrial Research.”® All of these works analyze the
construction of engineers' professional status over the turn of the century, during which time
the source of prestige in the field shifted from "gentlemen engineers" to university educators
and national associations.

Related to industrialization and the great wealth of the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries is the study of philanthropy. Using Carnegie and Rockefeller as examples,
Robert H. Bremner's American Philanthropy describes the charitable interests of the nation's
millionaires, which culminated in the establishment of foundations. These enabled the dispersal
of funds by experts governed by a businesslike structure. Abigail A. Van Slyck's history of
Carnegie libraries, Free to All, interrogates the cultural politics of Carnegie's library program and
interprets it from within the field of architectural history. In Cultural Excursions, Neil Harris
analyzes the gilded-age endowment of cultural institutions such as museums, symphonies,
parks, and universities by elite benefactors as a project in both civic education and in shaping
public behavior and attitudes towards "high" culture.”

In a 1965 essay, historian John Higham described a "spiritual reaction" against the
rigidity and routine of industrial culture that was taking place in America in the 1890s. This
manifested itself in several ways, among them the interest in rugged outdoor adventure, the
emergence of the vigorous New Woman and her "masculine" goals of suffrage and professional
work, the aggressive nationalism of imperialist foreign policy, and the national enthusiasm for
organized sport.”” The Vanderbilts' estate at Hyde Park, with its construction of "nature" and
emphasis on sport can be seen as part of this cross-class cultural turn against the institutional
confinements of an urban industrializing society and towards recapturing the spirit of the great
American outdoors. Itis also important to understand the currents of social activism of the
period, such as social reform, that may at first glance seem unrelated to the Vanderbilts, but
serve to define elite lives through their degree of separation from or engagement with activist
movements of the era.

2 Monte A. Calvert, The Mechanical Engineer in America, 1830-1910 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins
University Press, 1967).

3% Leonard S. Reich, The Making of American Industrial Research, 1876-1926 (New York: Cambridge
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Scholarship on American women's history for the Gilded Age and Progressive Era takes
many directions and several are important for understanding the women in the Vanderbilt
story.” The end of the nineteenth century were transformative years when more women earned
college degrees, found professional employment, and entered the workforce in factories, stores,
and offices. This resulted in not only generational differences between women who had been
raised in the "women's sphere," and those whose life experiences had been shaped by the public
sphere, but also a higher profile of women engaged in activism and the woman movement.**
This young generation of middle- and upper-class college-trained women turned to
humanitarian reform, including founding settlement houses in desperate neighborhoods in
cities such as Chicago and New York or agitating for government intervention on behalf of
mothers and children.”” In addition, many women continued to fight for woman suffrage, a
cause that attracted militant elite women as well. For example, the Equal Franchise Society was
an exclusive suffrage group that included society members such as Mrs. William Vanderbilt,
Alva Belmont, Florence Harriman, and Katherine Mackey who lent their fortunes and their
status to the movement.*®

While labor histories focus primarily on factory workers, there are several books that
specifically look at domestic service. Teresa Amott and Julie A. Matthaei trace the decline of
numbers of women working in domestic service beginning in the late nineteenth century as
other employment opportunities offered women higher wages. Daniel Sutherland also
attributes this decline to new household technologies that both promised to relieve the drudgery
of housework as well as replace the need for full complements of servants.’’ Two excellent
monographs on the history of domestic service include David Katzman's pioneering Seven Days
a Week (1978) and Faye E. Dudden's Serving Women (1983). Dudden looks at nineteenth-
century domestics and posits a shift from "help" to "domestics," a change that resulted from the
forces of industrialization and urbanization. One source that could prove particularly useful for
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this study might be Lucy Maynard Salmon's Domestic Service, written in 1890.*® The drawback
of these works is that by focusing on women's work, they neglect the male house staff at places
such as the Vanderbilts' estate.

Turning from the history of women to that of men affords the opportunity to look at the
new work on masculinity. Several authors point to a crisis in masculinity that emerged as a
result of changing economic, political, and family structures. Historian Michael Kimmel notes
in Manhood in America that the combination of industrialization, urbanization, and immigration
had "created a new sense of an oppressively crowded, depersonalized, and often emasculated
life."* This resulted in men turning to movements such as "Muscular Christianity," body-
building, organized sport, fraternal organizations, and activities that recreated "primitive"
passions that might be found through hunting, Indian ceremonies, or exploration.”’ As Gail
Bederman points out, the men most likely to develop neurasthenia, a Victorian nervous disease,
were "middle- and upper-class businessmen and professionals whose highly evolved bodies had
been weakened by advances in civilization."*" Athletics in particular offered a way to build body
and character. Sport served as a common metaphor for "real" life, fair play and commitment
being equally important in both the games of play and the game of life.**

Another area of historical inquiry that offers context for Hyde Park is the work on
consumer culture. Recent histories trace America's market and consumer values to the
eighteenth century.” Yet the maturation of transportation, communication, and energy
networks, the availability of mass-produced goods, the establishment of advertising and national
marketing strategies, and the rise of a professional class of managers all signaled an acceleration
of consumption patterns and a shift in values from producer to consumer ethics during the last
two decades of the nineteenth century.** While elite consumption habits differed in scale and
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scope from those of the middle and working classes, the focus of most histories, the desire for
consumption and display crossed class lines.* One book that focuses on elite women and
display in New York during this period is Maureen E. Montgomery's Displaying Women,
Spectacles of Leisure in Edith Wharton's New York. Montgomery's volume describes and
interprets upper-class seasonal activities, ritual, and etiquette. Other books useful for
understanding manners include John Kasson's Rudeness and Civility and Harvey Levenstein's
Revolution at the Table.*

One of the greatest cultural events of this period was the World's Columbian Exposition,
held in Chicago in 1893. Conceived to celebrate the four-hundredth anniversary of Columbus'
discovery of the New World, this international fair was meant to showcase the achievements in
fine arts, industry, technology, and agriculture of the United States.*” Despite the extent and
diversity of the fair, the exposition became best-known for the harmony and balance of its
neoclassical architecture. As historian David Burg commented, "If nothing existed at Jackson
Park but the buildings most visitors would still have considered the fair a great success."*® A
good contemporary source for the fair is Rand, McNally and Co.'s A Week at the Fair, a 266-
page guide to the fair published in 1893.* Numerous historians have written about the
exposition. Reid Badger interpreted the fair as an illusion for the promise of progress, but a
triumph for a positive vision of urban civilization.”® Alan Trachtenberg's wonderful chapter on
the White City in The Incorporation of America describes the summer-long fair as a fictive
symbol of unity suspended in time, poised between the consummation of an older era and the
beginning of a new one.’’ For Trachtenberg, the White City seemed to represent elite victory in
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business, politics, and culture over dissident but divided voices of labor, farmers, immigrants,
blacks and women. ">

This historiography of the Gilded Age and Progressive Era has focused on categories of
inquiry most relevant to understanding the Vanderbilt family and the Vanderbilt Mansion
National Historic Site. Itis by no means complete, either in scope or depth. The citations in
both the text and the footnotes will serve as entries into the history of the period. Thisis an
extraordinarily complex time in history and as one can readily see, marks a watershed between
what is often perceived as America's traditional past and the modern industrial era. For the
moment, as social history dominates historical inquiry, the lives and culture of elites will be less
easily studied, but at the same time will be more readily seen in a balanced perspective.’

MATERIAL CULTURE HISTORIOGRAPHY

The symbolism behind the popular styles of country houses served to reinforce class values,
to reflect life-styles, hobbies, and passions, and to suggest ideologies among architects.
Americans wanted an aura of history, a sense of permanence, a palpable connection to the
Old World. The symbolic universe of the country house provided the milieu for their

dreams of the good life.s4

Post-Civil War America witnessed a period of unprecedented economic prosperity.
Despite several acute depressions, including the Panic of 1893, this prosperity allowed the
creation of a new class of millionaire industrialists whose finances changed not only the ways in
which money was made, but more notably, in the ways that money was spent. Building large,
luxurious, expensive country houses was a prevailing trend that ensured a lifestyle
commensurate with the newly acquired wealth. These estates frequently included large tracts of
land, sometimes with farms, and often provided facilities for leisure activities for the new
millionaires. Gilded-age estates flourished during the 1890s, through the turn of the century
and were only seriously curtailed by the income tax amendment of 1913, and the beginning of

the First World War.SS

One of the most tangible links between the Vanderbilts' Hyde Park and the greater
subject of the Gilded Age is that it is representative of the best architectural and artistic abilities
of the time. The country estates built between the Civil War and World War I show the
Vanderbilts playing a central role. Frederick W. Vanderbilt's Hyde Park estate can be used as a
valid barometer by which to measure architectural style, cultural development, technological
and mechanical innovations of the period.

52 Trachtenberg, 231.
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Just as Mark Twain and Charles Dudley Warner's work of fiction figures prominently in
the examination of the Gilded Age, so does the work of Edith Wharton, whose descriptions of
the society and its habitats appear as a main feature in her writing. The Rise of Silas Lapham by
William Dean Howells tells the story of a newly rich industrialist building a house. Parallels
have been drawn between the fictional architect in Howell's work and the personalities and
working practices of Charles Follen McKim and Stanford White.”® Howells was married to
William Rutherford Mead's sister. Henry James' writing also featured architecture and the
social implications of building, especially works such as The American Scene.”’

Many of the great estates of the Gilded Age received notice in the contemporary
architectural periodicals as they were being constructed. Architectural critics, writing in the
numerous magazines and books that focused on architecture and building, commented on the
phenomenon of the country house. Herbert Croly was one of the most important of these
critics. In 1902 he examined "Rich Men and Their Houses," in the Architectural Record.”® He
noticed a difference in the country houses of the Gilded Age, one that was created by the
favorable economic conditions. He believed that the "mogul capitalists" built palatial houses as
a means of demonstrating their wealth and importance. These houses were set apart from
earlier agrarian manor houses, plantations, and cottages. Rather, "The primary symbolic
function of the rich man's house was the expression of individual character and economic

achievement."” Croly also believed that the nouveau riche patron used an eclectic mix of styles
because they lacked a cohesive past cultural identity. They used their country houses as a means
of providing a past. The furnishing of the country house with antiques from Europe enhanced
the creation of this image.

In Stately Homes in America, written the following year with Harry Desmond, Croly
expands upon the study of the country house and sees the spending of money as a common
thread.”” Desmond and Croly see the "stately homes in America as" "the peculiar product, that
is, partly of the most recent American architectural ideas, and partly of the tastes, the ambitions,

the methods, and the resources of contemporary American captains of industry."61 They liken
them to the atmosphere of Florentine and Venetian Palazzos, but go on to say that there is no
link between their displays of wealth and political power.®* The authors go into great detail
about the demonstration of the owner's wealth as being the prime motivation for building. "Our
American residences, on the other hand, will not be understood unless it is frankly admitted that
they are built for men whose chief title to distinction is that they are rich, and that they are
designed by men whose architectural ideas are profoundly modified by the riches of their

clients."” Desmond and Croly seize upon the fact that the third generation of a wealthy family
focuses more on leisure and less on business. The Vanderbilts are specifically cited in this

%% 1 eland Roth, The Architecture of McKim, Mead & White (New York: Harper & Row, 1983), 60-61.

> Henry James, The American Scene (1907; reprint, New York: Penguin Books, 1994).

8 Herbert Croly, "Rich Men and Their Houses," The Architectural Record 12 (June 1902).

” Hewitt, 19.

% Harry Desmond and Herbert Croly, Stately Homes in America, From Colonial Times to the Present Day
(New York: D. Appleton and Company, 1903).

*' Desmond and Croly, Stately Homes, 3.

%2 Desmond and Croly, Stately Homes, 12.

% Desmond and Croly, Stately Homes, 279.
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regard.®* Furthermore Desmond and Croly also point out the transience of the American
millionaire. "The American millionaire seldom remains for a very long time at any one place.
He is a restless person, both whose inclination and whose interests lead him to inhabit for a large
part of his time that most appropriate and luxurious of his habitations - the private car; and he
will frequently maintain several large and expensive establishments for the pleasure of using
them only during a few weeks of the year."® Another way in which American country houses
are distinguished is by their embrace of modern technology and conveniences and a willingness
to build in a way that suits their lifestyle.®® On the subject of the interiors, Desmond and Croly
come out in favor of the architect as interior designer, rather than the use of a decorator, whom
they think should function only to collect and sell the materials which the architect needs.®’
Desmond and Croly illustrate many of the Vanderbilt residences including Hyde Park and
Rough Point.

Barr Ferree wrote a similar book in 1904, called American Estates and Gardens. He
viewed the country house in conjunction with their gardens and farms as "a new type of
dwelling, a sumptuous house, built at large expense, often palatial in its dimensions, furnished in
the richest manner, and placed on an estate, perhaps large enough to admit of independent
farming oggerations and in most cases with a garden which is an integral part of the architectural
scheme."

The American country house received only tangential attention during the period from
World War I to the 1990s. In the intervening years architectural studies had assembled country
houses as a type, but with little interpretation such as Great American Mansions by Merrill
Folsom, published in 1963 and followed by More Great American Mansions in 1967.% Other
books focused on regional types such as The Mansions of Long Island's Gold Coast by Monica
Randall, ” or John Zukowsky and Robbe Pierce Stimson's Hudson River Villas of 1985.”

6% "The third generation of Vanderbilts did not succumb so completely to the temptations of becoming
annuitants. Of the four brothers, the two younger, Mr. Frederick and Mr. George Vanderbilt, did indeed
abandon any very active participation in the conduct of their family's affairs, but the two elder, the late
Cornelius Vanderbilt and William K. Vanderbilt, while taking more leisure than their father did, still
remained essentially men of business. As to the fourth generation of this family, which is already
beginning to marry and show its metal, it looks very decidedly as if they proposed to abandon business,
except in the capacity of occasional investors, and were going to devote themselves to sports and
amusements of country and city life." (Desmond and Croly, Stately Homes, 338.)

% Desmond and Croly, Stately Homes, 382-3.

66 "Within the last thirty years something resembling a true architectural renaissance has declared itself in
America. The great increase of wealth in the country combined with various new conditions of life to
demand from trained architects something like actual novelties-they have developed various types of
buildings which are at this moment at least so far successful that to an American who visits Europe
contemporary architecture in the Old World is apt to appear comparatively lifeless. Recent private houses
in America display an opulent spaciousness, and at the same time an intelligent adaptation to the
conditions of life which they are designed to serve, which are seldom apparent in modern private houses
in Europe." (Desmond and Croly, Stately Homes, 436-9.)

" Desmond and Croly, Stately Homes, 473.

% Hewitt, 15.

% Merrill Folsam, Great American Mansions (New York: Hastings House, 1963) and More Great American
Mansions (New York: Hastings House, 1967).

™ Monica Randall, The Mansions of Long Island's Gold Coast (New York: Rizzoli, 1979, 1987).

n John Zukowsky and Robbe Pierce Stimson, Hudson River Villas (New York: Rizzoli, 1985).
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The architects of the Gilded Age, beginning with Richard Morris Hunt were the first
generation of professionally trained architects in the United States. Monographic studies of
these architects were the subjects of several books in the 1980s and 1990s, including McKim,
Mead & White, Architects by Leland Roth in 1983, McKim, Mead & White, Architects by Richard
Guy Wilson also in 1983, the reprinting of A Monograph of the Works of McKim, Mead & White,
1879-1915 in 1985, and Stanny, The Gilded Life of Stanford White by Paul Baker in 1989.7
Stanford White's New York was the subject of a book by David Garrard Lowe, published in 1992.
Lowe reviews White's career and examines his work in New York City.” Stanford White's
great-grandson has just written a book, The Houses of McKim, Mead & White, which focuses on
the firm's domestic work.” Richard Morris Hunt was the subject of a biography and an
exhibition, the former in 1980 and the latter in 1986.” George B. Post, a student of Richard
Morris Hunt was the subject of an exhibition and monograph in 1998.”° Other peeks into
gilded-age architecture were the republication of two early but important works of the 1880s:
Artistic Houses and Sheldon's Artistic Country Seats.”’

While the architecture of gilded-age estates has had increasingly more scholarly
treatment, little focused attention has been paid to the study of the decoration and decorators of
the period in which the Vanderbilt Mansion was built. The approach to the period has been
chronological, thematic, or isolated monographs on individuals and firms. In most cases little of
direct relevance to the mansion at Hyde Park has been written. The chronological studies have
tended to either stop short using the World's Columbian Exposition of 1893 as an end date, or
start just after the turn of the century. The first serious look at the nineteenth century was the
landmark exhibition at the Metropolitan Museum of Art: Nineteenth Century America in 1970."
This show jumped over the period of gilded-age estates to the Arts and Crafts Movement. Other
studies have used a period context. In 1979, the Brooklyn Museum examined the period using
the context of the American Renaissance.” The American Renaissance considered the
decorative arts integral to the period and in concert with architecture, painting, and sculpture.
Subsequent thematic studies have focused on defined movements such as The Quest for Unity

72 Roth, McKim, Mead & White, Architects. Richard Guy Wilson, McKim, Mead & White Architects (New
York: Rizzoli, 1983). Paul Baker, Stanny: The Gilded Life of Stanford White (New York: The Free Press,
1989).

7 David Garrard Lowe, Stanford White's New York (New York: Doubleday, 1992).

™ Samuel G. White, The Houses of McKim, Mead & White (New York: Rizzoli, 1998)

" Paul Baker, Richard Morris Hunt, (Cambridge, MA.: MIT Press, 1980), and Susan Stein, The
Architecture of Richard Morris Hunt (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1986). Numerous other
architects have also received attention in the past few years, including Henry Hobson Richardson and
Calvert Vaux.

76 Sarah Bradford Landau, George B. Post, Architect (New York: The Monacelli Press, 1998).

7 Arnold Lewis, American Country Houses of the Gilded Age. [Sheldon's "Artistic Country Seat"] (New
York: Dover Publications, 1982. Original Published 1886-7) and Arnold Lewis, James Turner and Steve
McQuillin, The Opulent Interiors of the Gilded Age, [Artistic Houses] (New York: Dover Publications, 1987.
Original published 1883-84).

™ Metropolitan Museum of Art, 19" Century America: Furniture and Other Decorative Arts (New York:
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1970).

” The Brooklyn Museum, The American Renaissance 1876-1917 (Brooklyn: The Brooklyn Museum,
1979).
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and In Pursuit of Beauty: Americans and the Aesthetic Movement.*® Both were museum
exhibitions with companion catalogues and both stopped just short of the period of Hyde Park.
Studies of the Arts and Crafts Movement concurrent chronologically with the period of the
Vanderbilts' construction have little in common stylistically or philosophically with the interiors
and decoration of Hyde Park. The late nineteenth century has also been examined thematically,
focusing on trends such as Japonism or the Egyptian Revival. Both considered the time but not
the style of gilded-age decoration.®’ The examination of individual firms and decorators has
been extremely limited. Ogden Codman stands out as the lone relevant decorator whose work
has been examined in depth again in an exhibition with catalogue: Ogden Codman and The
Decoration of Houses, published in 1988.% Other monographic studies such as Herter Brothers:
Furniture and Interiors for a Gilded Age, published in 1994, again do not include the 1890s. Itis
remarkable that the interiors of gilded-age estates have received so little written attention.

The subject of American country house architecture is taken up again in the 1990s,
concurrently with a resurgence of interest in English country houses, popularized by the
massive landmark show: The Treasure Houses of Britain, Five Hundred Years of Private
Patronage and Art Collection in 1985 and the publication of three books in 1990 by Roger Moss,
The American Country House; Mark Alan Hewitt, The Architect and the American Country House;
and Clive Aslet, The American Country House, 1880-1940.%

Roger Moss presents a totally unique view of the American country house. He sees the
origin as the southern plantations of the eighteenth century. He excludes the entire category of
estates built by the Vanderbilts and their contemporaries. "As a general rule, these suburban
and holiday estates of the rich and famous should not be called country houses, no matter how
architecturally rooted in the past or conspicuously extravagant they are. They rarely served as
the 'seat' of a family and certainly they were not reflective of the wealth and power derived from

the land.""" While Moss is correct in noting that gilded-age estates did not draw wealth from the
land, he misses the point that these estates do serve as the "family seat" as it is being re-defined
for the twentieth century. In contrast to southern plantations, which had a hereditary
component, gilded-age estates were newly created for a rising class of entrepreneurs, but they
did serve a similar function as the place with which a particular family was identified and did
reflect powerful wealth of a different sort. Hyde Park is a prime example of a country house and
estate which served its family as a primary residence and supplied food and flowers from its
farm to their other, more transitory, residences.

Clive Aslet places the American country house in a unique class because they were
contingent on the rise of a new class of wealthy patrons. He sees them as "the registers and let

8 Detroit Institute of Arts, The Quest for Unity: American Art Between the World's Fairs, 1876-1893
(Detroit: Detroit Institute of Arts, 1983). In Pursuit of Beauty: Americans and the Aesthetic Movement (New
York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1986).

81 William Hosley, The Japan Idea: Art and Life in Victorian America (Hartford, CT: Wadsworth
Atheneum, 1990).

82 Pauline Metcalf, ed., Ogden Codman and the Decoration of Houses (Boston: David Godine, 1988).

% National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C., The Treasure Houses of Britain, Five Hundred Years of
Private Patronage and Art Collecting (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1985). Roger Moss, The
American Country House (New York: Henry Holt, 1990); Mark Alan Hewitt, The Architect and the
American Country House (New Haven & London: Yale University Press, 1990); Clive Aslet, The American
Country House, 1880-1940 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1990).

84 Moss, 173.
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us hope, enduring chronicles of our rapidly accumulating wealth, of the prodigious rewards of
high finance, and the extraordinary degree of luxury that has become compatible with American

life."” There were several features that were distinctly American: the lack of permanency,
typified by the frequency that people moved and sold their houses, the rapid changes in style
and taste, and the fact that the houses were not built with the intention that their children and
heirs would occupy them as dynastic seats.®

Mark Alan Hewitt goes back to Desmond and Croly and Veblen in his interpretation of
the distinguishing factors of the American country house including the purchase of a large tract
of land in a rural setting accommodating the pursuit of leisure activities. Indeed, Hewitt uses
Croly's titles: "Rich Men and Their Houses," and "Stately Homes," as the heading for two
chapters in The Architect and the American Country House. He compares American estates to
English ones and the objectives of the new rich in emulating the landed gentry of Europe.

But the central idea behind these palaces was the institutionalization of the individual: the
captains of industry, realizing the fleeting recognition within their enterprises, wanted
permanent monuments to their names. The country house, made of stone or brick, provided
just that. Its roots lay in English feudal systems of land ownership, political power, and social
hierarchies. These edifices of conspicuous consumption and cultural display were also
intended as vehicles of education, idealism, and propagglda for the Horatio Alger myth.

Their implicit message was: "This dream can be yours."

The self-made capitalists sought an historical aura that they fabricated through building
palaces and filling them with European antiques. Hewitt believes that the nouveau riche felt that
they were providing foundations for their changing place in the social order.®® Hewitt uses
Hyde Park as a case study for the "Stately Homes" chapter. He believes that the Vanderbilts'
choice of McKim, rather than White reflects Frederick's shy and private nature. McKim was
much less flamboyant than White in personality, as well as style. Hewitt cites Frederick and
Louise's commitment to Hyde Park and the Hudson Valley through their participation in local
clubs and activities. The Vanderbilts were attracted to Hyde Park in part because of its
historical associations, ones which can be compared to the English gentry, not only in the
history of the land and landscape, but also in the local society of old New York families
including the Roosevelts and Livingstons. The mansion's rooms functioned as stage sets for Mr.
and Mrs. Vanderbilt; it combined formality in its plan that is tempered by the scale of the rooms
and a less formal approach to aspects of country lifestyle.

At the same time that the subject of the country house receives renewed attention, so
does the subject of the Vanderbilt family.* It is no coincidence that this new interest in the
Vanderbilts occurs at the same time as the tremendous economic boom of the 1980s. The
period is marked by the publication of biographies and architectural histories. Louis

8 vIdlelhour," Architectural Record 13 (May 1903), 461. Quoted in Aslet, The American Country House, 23.
86 Aslet, The American Country House, 26.

5" Hewitt, 149.

% Hewitt, 126.

% Vanderbilt biographies: W.A. Croffut, The Vanderbilts and the Story of Their Fortune (London, 1886);
Wayne Andrews ,The Vanderbilt Legend (New York: Harcourt, Brace and Company, 1941); Consuelo
Balsan, The Glitter and the Gold (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1952); Edwin P. Hoyt, The Vanderbilts
and their Fortune (Garden City, NY: Doubleday & Company, 1962), Jerry Patterson, The Vanderbilts
(New York: Harry N. Abrams, 1989).
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Auchincloss published Maverick in Mauve, the diary of Florence Adele Sloane in 1983.”° She
was the daughter of Emily Vanderbilt Sloane and the diary covers the period of the 1890s when
she travels from country house to country house, and recounts her courtship and engagement to
James A. Burden. Arthur Vanderbilt tells a series of biographical sketches of members of the
Vanderbilt family in Fortune's Children, The Fall of the House of Vanderbilt. He concerns himself
with the making and subsequent spending of the Vanderbilt fortune.’' In 1989 Jerry Patterson
tells the story of the Vanderbilt family, with many insights into their collecting and patronage,
including the building of country houses. He leaves his story with the passing of Frederick's
generation.”” Two books by Robert King, and John Foreman and Robbe Pierce Stimson
examine the various houses of the Vanderbilts, including both the country houses as well as the
city houses. In these studies, the authors compare the various architectural endeavors of each
family member. King's book, The Vanderbilt Homes, concisely reviews the history of the various
homes of the Vanderbilt family beginning with Commodore Cornelius Vanderbilt and
selectively going down through the fourth generation.” There is also a chapter on the
Vanderbilt yachts including the North Star owned by the Commodore and the Alva owned by
William K. Vanderbilt, Jr. The subject of the yachts is an important one, as they figured
prominently in the lifestyle of so many members of the family, including Frederick. The
Vanderbilts and the Gilded Age: Architectural Aspirations, 1879-1901 by Foreman and Stimson is a
more ambitious history and analysis of the Vanderbilts' architectural endeavors beginning with
William H. Vanderbilt's house at 640 Fifth Avenue and then focusing on the houses of the next
generation.” The authors begin with an essay on "The Vanderbilts and the Gilded Age," that
sets out their aim to further the appreciation of the great houses built by the Vanderbilts of
Frederick's generation. They see the Gilded Age as the period when "the torch of Western
culture was consciously transferred from the Old World to the New. The age of European
preeminence was over; the America era had dawned."” Foreman and Stimson believe that the
Vanderbilts were consciously building palaces that "were purposely intended to fill a gap in
American culture or, if you will, a blank in the American landscape."*® They single out Frederick
and his siblings as a unique group of architectural patrons, each one of whom built great houses.

In addition to these two books there are individual studies of two of the Vanderbilt
houses focused on Shelburne Farms and Biltmore.””

% Florence Adele Sloane, Maverick in Mauve (New York: Doubleday & Company, 1983).

*! Arthur Vanderbilt, Fortune's Children, The Fall of the House of Vanderbilt (London: Michael Joseph,
1989).

92 Jerry Patterson, The Vanderbilts New York: Harry N. Abrams, 1989).

% Robert B. King, The Vanderbilt Homes (New York: Rizzoli, 1989).

** John Foreman and Robbe Pierce Stimson, The Vanderbilts and the Gilded Age: Architectural Aspirations,
1879- 1901 (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1991).

% Foreman and Stimson, 5.

% Foreman and Stimson, 7.

*"Joe Sherman, The House at Shelburne Farms, The Story of One of America's Great Country Estates
(Middlebury, VT: Paul S. Eriksson, 1986. John Bryan, Biltmore Estate: The Most Distinct Private Place
(New York: Rizzoli, 1994).
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GILDED-AGE ESTATES BY STYLE AND TYPE:
THE HOUSE FORMS OF GILDED-AGE RESIDENCES

Gilded-age mansions were built in a variety of styles that reflected the individual tastes of
their patrons. The architectural styles drew on many of the historical revivals of the nineteenth
century. French and English prototypes were most significant, although much of the
architectural vocabulary was taken from the Italian Renaissance. Beaux-Arts principles, derived
from the teaching of the Ecole des Beaux-Arts in Paris, were especially influential on American
architects, many of whom either studied there or apprenticed in the studios of architects who
had. The Ecole des Beaux-Arts gave architects direct experience with formal planning and

classical detail, as well as first-hand knowledge of European models.

Between 1890 and World War I, the most opulent models for American country houses came
from France. . .. Paris of the belle époque was a center of decorative and fine arts, fashion
and high culture, the city in which elite standards of taste were established. It was a must on
the grand tour and a haven for collectors. Inevitably, wealthy Americans endeavored to
create French settings for their paintings, furnishings, and other treasures. During the late
1880s both patrons and architects were attracted to Frenggl classicism as a new approach for

estates and gardens with formal, aristocratic pretensions.

In particular the Louis XIV, Louis XV, and Louis X VI styles were widely emulated in American
country houses of the Gilded Age. These styles provided the opulence, flamboyance, and formal

grandeur that clearly demonstrated the wealth of the builders.

England provided the other important model for building estates in America. In many
ways, it was the lifestyle of the English gentleman that captivated American millionaires. The
vogue of American heiresses marrying titled English gentry in need of cash infusions to sustain
their way of life and family seats was another aspect of this Anglomania.'""

Style was not the dominant consideration in these so-called English houses. Much more
important was the flavor of the place - how it felt, the kind of life that it seemed meant to serve.
This life was, for many English owners, bound up with a host of recreational activities that were

102
still relatively unfamiliar in the United States.

There were several aspects of gilded-age estates that were distinctly American. These
included a porch around the main residence and sanitary and technological comforts that far
exceeded European standards. The general level of convenience was of greater importance to
Americans and easier to accommodate in newly built architecture.

98 This trend was the subject of many articles in the growing number of architectural periodicals. For
example, Robert D. Andrews, "The Changing Styles of Country Houses," Architectural Review 11 (1904):
1-4.

* Hewitt, 72.

' Hewitt, 73.

191 Gail Maccoll and Carol Wallace, To Marry an English Lord (New York: Workman Publishing, 1989),
documents the multitude of American-English marriages.

102 Aslet, The American Country House, 67.
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Eclecticism was probably the most apparent common element in American gilded-age
estates, combined with a universal quest for grandeur. Display and consumption became
synonymous with the Gilded Age. The emulation of European models was enhanced by the
acquisition of antiques and treasures from Europe that were prominently displayed in the
houses. Indeed, many of the great gilded-age mansions were decorated with ceilings, paneling,

floors, or even entire rooms from Europe. ~ Collecting art confirmed one's air of wealth, and
the Gilded Age saw many collections formed, some with more knowledge and sensitivity than
others. Even at the time, architectural critics viewed these "connoisseurs" with a suspicious eye:

His desire to be fortified in his purchases by the solid ramparts of a European reputation is
the salient fact about his interest in plastic and decorative art. This is particularly the case
with the sort of things that the American millionaire (and his wife) wants to be surrounded at
home. . . . The consequence is that the houses of rich Americans are filled with the spoils of

European churches and palaces.

The owners of gilded-age residences tended to cluster together in specific geographical
areas. Within these areas distinct house forms developed, and the distinctiveness of these forms
was based upon key factors including the area's landscape features, its proximity to New York,
and its place in the set calendar of the social season. These house forms suggest an architectural
typology, which has been employed throughout this study to interpret gilded-age residences.
These residences fall into four basic types: the New York townhouse, the country place, the
seaside cottage, and the vacation house.

The townhouse was sited in the urban streetscape, generally along Fifth Avenue, and it
was used during the winter months when society resided in New York for the opera season.

The country place was sited on land that afforded development of agricultural,
landscape gardening, and recreation components. The country place was used in the spring and
fall and included adequate domestic space for entertaining numerous guests invited for
"country house weekends." The Hudson Valley, Long Island, New Jersey, and the Berkshires
were the favored locations for the country place because of their easy access to railroad lines,
allowing families and guests to arrive in comfort and relative speed from city houses and offices.

The seaside cottage, located in Newport, was sited on a smaller plot of land in the resort
town with small landscaped grounds and no land in agricultural development.'” Proximity to
the sea including the creation of vistas was the most significant factor in siting the seaside
cottage. The cottages themselves notably lacked domestic space for weekend or seasonal
visitors since penetration of exclusive society required a residence of one's own in town.
Society relocated to Newport during the months of June and July before leaving the demands of
social life for a vacation home in late summer.

Vacation houses were sited in areas offering unspoiled natural settings with
opportunities for country walks, boating, and perhaps hunting. Bar Harbor and the
Adirondacks were two very popular locations for vacation houses. Each offered cooler weather

15 Mathew Josephson, The Robber Barons, The Great American Capitalists, 1861-1901 (New York:
Harcourt, Brace and Company, 1934), 332.

1% Croly, "Rich Men and Their Houses," 29-30.

1931t should be noted that some Newport properties had land in agricultural development at some
distance from the cottage itself. For example, the Arthur Curtis James cottage, Beacon Hill, was supplied
with dairy products and vegetables from his Swiss Village Farms also in Newport.
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in August when society generally vacationed there. As with Newport, the vacation houses were
generally more distant from New York. Society men did not attempt regular commutes from
either summer place. Yachting and trips to Europe were also options for society as the summer
drew on, and with the arrival of fall, society returned once again to the country place.

Long Island, the Berkshires, Newport, Bar Harbor, and the Adirondacks as well as the
Hudson Valley warrant further discussion here since members of the Vanderbilt family owned
or rented residences in each locale.

Long Island, along with the Hudson Valley, was the closest of any of the country house
locations to a major city and that was a factor in its popularity.'”® More estates were established
on Long Island over a longer building period during the Gilded Age and after.'”” The north
shore of Long Island, known as the "Gold Coast," was a gathering place for many New Yorkers,
including the Belmonts, Goelets, Tiffanys, Whitneys, and Vanderbilts. Because of its
accessibility, combined with the availability of large tracts of land, Long Island served both the
glittering social scene, as well as the more casual sportsmen. One of the great appeals of Long
Island, like Newport, was the sea. For a family such as the Vanderbilts with a sustained interest
in yachting and sailing, Long Island was especially attractive. It also accommodated the space
for other sports, especially coaching, as well as golf, hunting, tennis, and polo. Idle Hour, built
by Richard Morris Hunt for William K. and Alva Vanderbilt, was among the early Long Island
mansions. Construction began on the stick-style house in 1878, before the frenzy of New York
City construction by the Vanderbilts. The Vanderbilts continued to enlarge and improve Idle
Hour before turning their attention to Marble House in Newport. Marble House served Alva's
social aspirations better than Long Island. Idle Hour burned in 1895, and was rebuilt by Hunt's
son Richard Howland Hunt for William alone, as he and Alva had separated the year before.
The second Idle Hour was decidedly more Beaux-Arts in plan and, like the houses of the
Berkshires, was built to serve large groups of weekend guests in luxury.

Frederick's sister, Emily Vanderbilt Sloane, hired Peabody and Stearns to build her
country estate in Lenox, Massachusetts, in the Berkshires. Early on the Berkshires were known
as an intellectual community with residents including Nathaniel Hawthorne, Oliver Wendall
Holmes and William Wadsworth Longfellow. When Edith Wharton abandoned Newport for
the area, she wrote, "At last I escaped from watering-place trivialities to the real country."'%®
The main attraction of the Berkshires was the beautiful scenery. Among the later inhabitants
were William C. Whitney and Emily and William Sloane. Unlike Newport, Lenox was suited to

the influx of many visitors. Indeed, the great estates have been likened to large hotels." The
sprawling, less formal estates were built more along the lines of English country houses than
French prototypes.

Lenox in those days was scrupulously English. The style of dress, the manner of speech, the
mode of living, the taste in servants, the favored sports and so on all had a heavy British

106 Aslet, 20.

197 On the subject of Long Island see: Robert Mackay, Anthony Baker and Carol Traynor, eds., Long
Island Country Houses and Their Architects, 1860-1940 (New York: W.W. Norton, 1997); Monica Randall,
The Mansions of Long Island's Gold Coast (New York: Hastings House, 1979); and The Parrish Art
Museum, The Long Island Country House, 1870-1930 (Los Angeles: Perpetua Press, 1988).

108 B dith Wharton, A Backward Glance, (1933; reprint, New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1964), 124.

19 Foreman and Stimson, 133.
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accent. . . . There was also the expected devotion to the horse, which manifested itself in

the Berkshire Hunt and in an annual horse show.

Also unlike Newport, where the social schedule governed every moment, there was time in the
Berkshires to enjoy sports and other leisure activities.

Newport was the earliest place that a number of opulent seaside cottages appeared in the
Gilded Age.""! Newport was unique in the large number of costly houses that were built in a
short period of time and in very close proximity. Indeed, this closeness also reflected the social
scene, which was basically open only to those who either owned or rented the large "cottages."
The short social season lasted only from June through July and required considerable energy
and resources. In contrast to other country estates during the Gilded Age, visitors were not an
integral part of the social machinery of Newport.

Newport's peculiar position rests upon an exclusiveness whose foundation is riches. The
splendor of the cottages, the brilliance of the social functions, and the struggles of the
ambitious to get into society, exemplify this condition of affairs. Now Newport means
endless and brilliant functions, balls, dinners, routs, all the exaggerated festivities that
inventive minds can suggest in a rushing, headlong pursuit of pleasure. Everything must be
gilded, or refined in the crucible of vanity. And the result is a form of slavery that is most
dangerous in the world, because it is voluntary.''?

Another distinction of the Newport cottages was the generally small plots of land on
which they were constructed. This resulted in an absence of many features that came to define
gilded-age estates including farms and leisure-oriented structures such as tennis courts. Despite
this, Newport still set a standard for magnificence, luxury, and sheer costliness. The Vanderbilts
were drawn to Newport. At one time or another many family members including Cornelius,
William K., Frederick, Florence, and others had Newport houses. Indeed, several of the most
spectacular mansions were built by Frederick Vanderbilt's generation. Marble House, designed
by Richard Morris Hunt for William K. and Alva Vanderbilt was an excellent example of the
formal French grandeur of the period, based on the Petit Trianon at Versailles. The pervasive
use of lavish materials including acres of marble and gilding clearly announced the social agenda
and wealth of the Vanderbilts. The Breakers, also designed by Richard Morris Hunt, was built
for Cornelius IT and Alice Vanderbilt. The style of the house was derived from Genoese
architecture of the Renaissance. It had the distinction of being the largest mansion in Newport,
which it achieved with impressive monumentality. Florence Vanderbilt Twombly's house was
called Vinland. Frederick and Louise also had a house in Newport for a short time called Rough
Point, designed by the Boston firm Peabody and Stearns. While they entertained for a couple of

110 poreman and Stimson, 134-5.

"' Desmond and Croly, 422.

12 Hartley Davis, "Magnificent Newport," Munsey's Magazine 23 (1900): 473. Davis goes on to say,
"Newport is the only summer resort in America that is fashionable and exclusive. . . Those who compose
this colony pay a heavy price for the place it occupies. It costs millions in money and robs them of
freedom, the most precious thing in the world. There is no rest in Newport. Where men and women
should be content to breathe the good air, laze about in the sunlight, play in the surf, sleep the cool nights
through, and take no heed of time, the refinements of a curious civilization have made them slaves of the
clock. They must go to the bathing beach at a certain time, or to the Casino, have luncheon at the minute,
go driving at exactly the same hour every day, dine and then seek some evening function. All day long
they are on dress parade, and the women must devote at least a third of their time to changing their
gowns." (Davis, "Magnificent Newport," 474-5.)
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seasons and gave at least two balls of note, they soon tired of the social pressures of Newport
and looked to the Hudson Valley instead.

The Adirondacks were the antithesis of Newport in their remoteness and the
combination of privacy and casual lifestyle. The mountains possessed an unspoiled and
dramatic beauty. The great Adirondack houses were known as "camps," connoting a rustic and
rough element that was distinctive. A camp was usually composed of numerous buildings,
segregated according to particular functions. Lila Vanderbilt Webb, Frederick's favorite sister
and her husband had a camp called Nehasane. It was among the largest camps and
encompassed a huge tract of land. Frederick built a Japanese Camp on Upper St. Regis Lake in
1902, on land he had purchased from his brother-in-law Hamilton Twombly. His interest in the
Adirondacks was brief, and he sold the camp in 1913 to Herbert L. Pratt of New York.

Bar Harbor is a rocky island located off the coast of Maine. Its beginnings as a resort can
be traced to the 1850s when it was largely frequented by Bostonians. After the Civil War,
tourism increased and several large hotels were constructed. This lifestyle was eclipsed by the
construction of "cottages," not unlike those of Newport. Bar Harbor boasted dramatic seaside
scenery with a wild beauty that many Bar Harborites enjoyed during long walks. "To walking
was added in 1896, another distinction for Bar Harbor. In that year Barrett Wendell, Professor
of English at Harvard, announced to the waiting world . . . that 'Bar Harbor was the scene of

the best conversation to be found anywhere in America.'" " While it was one of the more social
resorts, it was not as competitive or closed as Newport. In its heyday from the 1890s to World
War I it attracted people not only from Boston but also from New York and Philadelphia.
Several of the Vanderbilts built houses including George at Point d'Acadie. Frederick joined
him in 1915 two years after selling his Japanese Camp in the Adirondacks. Many of the Bar
Harbor vacationers brought their yachts and anchored them off the coast. Margaret Shepard,
Frederick's oldest sister, and two of her married daughters and their families, the Schieffelins
and Fabbris, also had houses in Bar Harbor. After Louise's death in 1926, Frederick sold the Bar
Harbor camp.'"*

It is interesting to note that Frederick and Louise Vanderbilt owned houses in most of
the locations popular for country places, seaside cottages, and vacation houses. Their restless
attention to Newport, Bar Harbor, the Adirondacks, and even Palm Beach only serves to
emphasize the esteem and love with which they regarded Hyde Park. It was the only house that
they kept, and changed in relatively minor ways, showing their enduring pleasure with it.

The Vanderbilts' Hyde Park

When Frederick and Louise purchased the Langdon Estate in Hyde Park, the
Poughkeepsie Sunday Courier for May 12, 1895 headlined their story, "Another Millionaire in
Dutchess." Upon their arrival on the banks of the Hudson River, the Frederick Vanderbilts
appropriated a piece of old New York society by purchasing a tract of land which had been part
of the original Dutch colonial patents and which had been developed into a country estate by

113 Cleveland Amory, The Last Resorts (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1952), 272.

14 The Bar Harbor Camp was sold to Atwater Kent in 1927. Charles P. Snell, A Preliminary Report on the
Frederick W. Vanderbilts of Hyde Park, New York. Typescript, April 1, 1954, "Preliminary Report,"
Resource Management Records, Roosevelt-Vanderbilt (ROVA) Archives, 10.
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Dr. John Bard and others as early as the late-eighteenth century.'” Later in 1895, the Courier
noted, "The modest dwellings which satisfied wealthy landowners along the Hudson half a
century ago from year to year are disappearing. On their sites are rising baronial halls fit for
royalty.""® The Vanderbilts were joining families with the old names of Rogers, Livingston,
Mills, Rupport, Morton, Astor, Roosevelt, Dinsmore, and Newbold. Harrington noted:

The banks of the historic Hudson claim the New Yorker first of all. Many of the estates
along the stream are ancestral. The old Knickerbockers loved this land which the captain of
the Half Moon saw and pronounced very good. The patroons had country houses along the
Hudson centuries ago, and the settlements still ring with the names Livingston, De Peyester,
and Roosevelt. There was a period when the seashore and the Sound held a greater charm
for New Yorkers, but of recent years the popularity of the Hudson River country has been
steadily growing.117

At this time local people felt virtually surrounded by millionaires."'® The wife of one of the

Vanderbilts' employees, Mrs. Peggy Newman, described the prevailing demography of this

portion of the Hudson Valley, as she reflected upon her early years in Dutchess County.

You start with the Dinsmores, the Huntingtons and just all the way up [the Hudson River].
That's all I ever saw because we lived in Hillside which is right in the middle. You just start
down here and go around and there's nothing in those days, but millionaires. Everywhere

you looked and everywhere you went.'"’

Since the late-eighteenth century, the Hudson Valley had been home to the numerous
heirs of the Livingston family, whose manor houses dominated the economic and social
structure of Colonial society along the river and dictated the architectural development of the
area. With the proliferation of Livingston descendants and their country seats along the east
bank of the Hudson, the arts of architecture and landscape design were introduced to the
region.' As the nineteenth century progressed, these families became increasingly reliant upon
old ties to the New York metropolis for economic and social sustenance. By the end of the
nineteenth century when Frederick purchased Hyde Park, some members of this family line
faced dwindling financial resources. Their country seats were being sold, often to the new breed
of businessman to which Frederick belonged, men with the financial resources to maintain and
enlarge older estates. This new land owner sought property as a resource for recreation and for
affirming social status in contrast to the earlier use of the land as a means to build wealth
through agricultural yields and tenant farm rents.

5 For a discussion of land transactions and the development of the Hyde Park landscape, see: Patricia
M. O'Donnell, Charles A. Birnbaum and Cynthia Zaitzevsky, Cultural Landscape Report for Vanderbilt
Mansion National Historic Site. Boston, MA: National Park Service, 1992, 5 Resource Management
Records, ROVA Archives.

116 vBaronial Halls Fit for Royalty," Poughkeepsie Sunday Courier, December 29, 1895, 2, Typescript in
Historian's Research Notes Files, ROVA Archives.

17 John Harrington, "Summer Homes on the Hudson," Munsey's Magazine (August 1899): 723-4.

18 Charles Snell, "Historical Handbook Manuscript: Vanderbilt Mansion National Historic Site, Hyde
Park, New York," Typescript, February 3, 1955, Resource Management Records, ROVA Archives, 15.
19 Peggy Newman, typescript of taped interview, September 1, 1984, 4, Oral History Collection, ROVA
Archives. Hillside is an area just north of Staatsburg and the Mills Mansion.

120 Neil Larson for Hudson River Heritage, Inc. Hudson River Historic District: Dutchess & Columbia
Counties, New York, Registration Form. U.S. Department of the Interior, National Park Service, National
Historic Landmark Program, n.d., Section 8, 4-5. The term "country seat" will be used throughout this
report to refer to property from which income is derived in the form of agriculture or rents and which is
conceived of by the family and the surrounding community as its ancestral home.
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Today, a designated Hudson River National Historic Landmark District runs along the
east bank of the Hudson River from Staatsburgh to Clermont in southern Columbia County. It
encompasses the Livingston estates as well as many others. The districtis, ". .. situated in the
midst of sublime natural scenery, which inspired the world and launched American
Romanticism.""*" In total the historic district encompasses approximately forty estates,

oriented with their mansions overlooking the river, they are surrounded by artfully designed
pleasure grounds (often interconnected by paths and carriageways), which merge into
agricultural lands in the eastern reaches of the properties as they dissolve into the common
rural landscape.122

Though the Vanderbilts' Hyde Park is situated just south of the designated historic district for
its lack of a specific Livingston connection, the organization of its architecture and landscape
conforms to estates within the historic district.

An article by John W. Harrington in Munsey's Magazine in 1899 titled "Summer Homes
on the Hudson River" describes the transformation of country estates in the Hudson Valley as
the entrepreneurial elite brought its new priorities to the area:

Estates which were falling into decay have been purchased by citizens of Manhattan. The
landscape gardener, under the supervision of the new owner, has brought out the old lines
anew, and has laid out roads and graded the lawns on other levels. With the assistance of city
architects, additions have been placed upon country houses, and the electrician, the
plumber, and a host of other artisans have made the old dwellings homes of luxury. Acres of
farming land have been transferred to city owners. ... The farm house has given place to the
modern castle, and the dingy barn to the breeding stable of the gentleman farmer. ... He
who has a country seat along the Hudson may wield the putter on his own golf links, drive on
his own roads, hunt in his own preserves, and go aboard his yacht from his own pier. His
table is supplied from the richness of his own land. He is surrounded by a small army of
retainers, to whom his every wish is law.'?

Harrington's description of Hudson River estates fits the Vanderbilts' Hyde Park and the
neighboring estates of Levi P. Morton's Ellerslie in Rhinecliff, John Jacob Astor's Ferncliff in
Rhinebeck, Dinsmore's The Locusts in Staatsburg, and Ogden Mills' estate in Staatsburg, all of
which are mentioned in the article."** Eleanor Roosevelt, a representative of the old order of
Hudson Valley families, characterized Hyde Park, one of these "modern castles," as lacking in
historical significance compared with the neighboring Mills estate with its Livingston lineage.
Writing in 1947, she recalls fussiness and pretension in describing Louise's taste.

The Frederick Vanderbilt house has none of the historic interest of the Mills house, but it
was accepted by the United States Government as an example of a home of the millionaire
period in this country, and it is undoubtedly a priceless example of that period. . .. Initself it
is very beautiful, even though I have never thought that it exactly fitted the Hudson River
landscape. Mrs. Vanderbilt. . . had a passion for bows and, with her own hands, used to
decorate every bathroom with bows tied on everything in sight. ... There are still on the
tables some photographs of the kings and queens whom Mrs. Vanderbilt knew in Europe,

121
122

Larson, Section 8, 1.
Larson, Section 7, 2.
' Harrington, 723-724.
124 Harrington, 730-731.
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for it was the era of kings and queens and knowing them made a few of us feel more
important.125

Eleanor Roosevelt, and presumably others of old New York society, perceived the arrival of the
Vanderbilts as an influx of urban pretension to the Valley where old families took great pride, at
times too much pride, in their lineage and traditions. The Vanderbilts and the new
entrepreneurial elite did, in fact, carry new urban tastes and habits to the countryside to which
they turned for relief from the business and social pressures perpetuated by their sort in New
York.

The Hudson River estates of the new urban elite afforded their owners and guests a
lifestyle emphasizing relaxed country living, the sporting life, and the rejuvenative qualities that
farming and outdoor recreation bring. Harrington, writing in Munsey's Magazine, described
Dutchess County's River estates as situated within the virtual bounds of New York City, the
result of the daily and weekly commutes undertaken by men and women to escape the rigors of
the office and society.'?

The love for country life is growing, and New York is becoming more of a workshop, and the
surrounding country is gaining favor as a place of residence. . .. The boundaries of the city
are really set far beyond Poughkeepsie, so many of the modern Knickerbockers have country
seats on the heights on either side of the Hudson River. . . in almost an unbroken line from
Yonkers to Hyde Park, and beyond. The little railroad stations . . . are really so many porters'
lodges. ... The trains are filled at this season of the year, and they will be until the late fall,
with Gothamites and their guests, who are hurrying away from the City of Awful Din to the
Land of Delectable Summer. Evergf Saturday afternoon there goes up from Manhattan
Island a throng of commuters. . . el

An 1895 article in the Troy Press, announcing Frederick's purchase of Hyde Park,
anticipated his use of the country estate;

To the Hudson mansion there go all sorts of winter and summer night parties. It is the place
for a day off. The winter mansion is the costly fireproof and burglar alarm safe into which
the tenants lock themselves during the coldest of winter days. In their Hudson house, there
is more freedom and a joviality, the expanding tonic of the wide scenery on every side. The
possibilities of winter sport are utilized as in the country mansions in the New Jersey hills
and as at Dr. Seward Webb's Shelburne Farm. "It's English, you know," isn't a charge that
can fairly be brought against Frederick or Levi [Morton] or John Jacob [Astor], for the
English country houses are damp and dismal affairs, most of them weather beaten and
rotting, their rooms uncheerful and uninviting, and their real attractions outside in the
hunting woods. To go up to a Hudson house is not to go on a slaughtering expedition, as the
English do, we know better than that. We may not be as bloodthirsty as the English, but we
care a good deal more than they do for the child-sports that are the best things after all for
grown men tiring . . . of city life.'*®

As the Troy Press anticipated, Frederick and Louise treated Hyde Park as their country
residence, not as a rural retreat. They spent each spring and fall there. They commuted from
New York to Hyde Park on weekends when they were in the city, and they spent Christmases in

123 Eleanor Roosevelt, Untitled newspaper clipping (United Feature Syndicate, Inc.), January 9, 1947,
VAMA General File, "Eleanor Roosevelt," ROVA Curatorial Division.

126 Harrington, 721-735.

2" Harrington, 721-723.

128 "Changing Customs, New Yorkers Fond of Living Everywhere Else, A New Vanderbilt Mansion on
the Hudson . ..," Troy Press, May 11, 1895. Scrapbook 1894 - 1907, XX, Shelburne Farms Archives.
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the Pavilion.'”” A newspaper account of 1895 described the emerging preference for keeping
several homes;

Instead of living in so many acres of ballroom floors the year around city people of the richer
classes take more a semi nomadic life, the disadvantages of which do not outweigh the
advantages . ..in the ... cultivation of a varied and picturesque changeful life, instead of a
humdrum settling down in one location for the whole of their spans of brief existence."*’

With its house, outbuildings, road system, park, gardens, and farm, the Hyde Park estate
was the largest residence, in physical, financial, and managerial terms, which the Vanderbilts
maintained throughout their lives. The estate's gardens and farm produced prize-winning
livestock, vegetables, and flowers as was typical of elite country estates in the Hudson Valley and
other regions frequented by the Gilded Age's barons of business. Munsey's Magazine notes,

Dutchess County and all the region around Poughkeepsie is preeminently the place of
country seats. . .. Here many New Yorkers live practically all the year round. Itis aland
where they become enthusiasts as breeders of cattle, as cultivators of rare flowers, and as
patrons of everything which pertains to turf, field, and farm. In the summer time and in the
autumn there are fairs and flower shows at which the New Yorkers are recognized as judges
and experts.13 !

Architects and Decorators'>

Gilded-age townhouses, country places, seaside cottages, and vacation houses were
designed and decorated by a select group of highly sophisticated architects and decorators for a
distinct group of sophisticated patrons. The list of architects and decorators was not long. The
older generation of architects trained many of the younger generation that carried on their
traditions. There was certainly an element of social competition as well as social statement in
the choice of architect and decorator. The Vanderbilts of Frederick's generation confined their
patronage to Richard Morris Hunt; Richard Howland Hunt; Peabody and Stearns; McKim,
Mead & White; George B. Post; Robert Henderson Robertson; and Warren & Wetmore.'*?

The decorators of the Gilded Age performed an equally important function as the
architects. Decorating was a profession that appeared in the 1850s in New York, but did not
truly blossom until the 1880s. Where the architect had in earlier generations been responsible
for both the exterior and the interior of the house, the decorator emerged in the last quarter of
the nineteenth century to create complex, stylish interiors. The preference in the Gilded Age
was decidedly French, and a number of French-born or French-trained decorators catered to
this taste.

129 See the journals of Herbert Shears and the timeline accompanying this report for specific references to
the comings and goings of the Vanderbilts. ROVA Archives.

130 "Changing Customs."

131 Harrington, 731.

32 More extensive biographies of the architects and decorators who worked on Hyde Park may be found
in Appendix 3.

133 John Snook, Charles B. Atwood, and Herter Brothers were responsible for the design of 640 Fifth
Avenue where Margaret Shepard and Emily Sloane lived, and 680 Fifth Avenue where Florence Twombly
lived, and 684 Fifth Avenue where Lila Webb lived. They are not included in the list because all of these
houses were designed for William Henry Vanderbilt, who in turn gave them to his daughters.
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The decorators responsible for embellishing and furnishing the interiors of the
Vanderbilt houses also worked on more than one commission for the family. And like Hyde
Park, there was often a mixture in a single house of architect-designed interiors and decorator-
designed interiors. Their preference was for French- and English-styled rooms. Hunt and
McKim both designed interior spaces and Ogden Codman and Allard decorated numerous
rooms in Vanderbilt houses.

THE VANDERBILT FAMILY AS CLIENTS AND PATRONS

The Vanderbilts perfectly illustrate a phenomenon often observed in the Old World: the first
generation of a family creates wealth, the second consolidates it, the third builds a country
house. The Vanderbilts all had the building gene. Grandchildren of the "Commodore,"
railroad builder and capitalist, several of George W. Vanderbilt's eight brothers and sisters
(or their husbands) set themselves up in the country. Moreover, architecture had already
played a special rol%i4n the Vanderbilt myth. It had helped to establish the family as a social

force in New York.

The architectural patronage of Frederick Vanderbilt's brothers and sisters has been
widely recognized in the literature about gilded-age architecture. Cornelius Vanderbilt I,
Margaret Vanderbilt Shepard, William K. Vanderbilt, Emily Vanderbilt Sloane, Florence
Vanderbilt Twombly, Frederick Vanderbilt, Eliza Vanderbilt Webb, and George Vanderbilt

(and their spouses) have been characterized as "quintessential patrons,"m and "the most
prolific home builders of their time.""* The eight Vanderbilt siblings built not only a

13
remarkable number of city and country houses, but built them remarkably well.

Frederick and his wife exhibited less inclination for major, new construction projects
than many of his Vanderbilt siblings. He and Louise commissioned only two new houses,
Rough Point by Peabody & Stearns in Newport and their Japanese Camp in the Adirondacks.
They never built in New York City. And their seaside retreats in Bar Harbor were either rented
or purchased. At Hyde Park, they undertook a stylish modernization of an existing building, a
building project that took on the character of a new construction when McKim, Mead & White
recommended demolishing the Langdon house. But, the Vanderbilts' original conception of the
Hyde Park project was a modernization of the older dwelling. In the Vanderbilt context, their
limited building habits appear unusual, but in the context of the Hudson Valley, they were
participating in a larger movement to renew the architectural landscape and pleasure grounds of
the previous century.

Hyde Park incorporated the talents of several well-known personalities, most notably
Charles McKim and Herter Brothers. And like the Vanderbilt siblings, Frederick and Louise
worked with the greatest talent available in their selection of architects, landscape architects,

B4 Aslet, The American Country House, 4.

1% Richard Guy Wilson, Dianne Pilgrim, and Richard Murray, The American Renaissance, 1876-1917
(Brooklyn: The Brooklyn Museum, 1979), 19.

V% Hewitt, 128.

57 Two books have been written recently on this subject: John Foreman and Robbe Pierce Stimson, The
Vanderbilts and the Gilded Age (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1991), and Robert B. King, The Vanderbilt
Homes (New York: Rizzoli, 1989).
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decorators, and designers. Itis interesting to note that several of these firms worked on multiple
family commissions, such as Hunt; McKim, Mead & White; Warren & Wetmore; Herter
Brothers; and Ogden Codman; while a few including George B. Post and Georges Glaenzer
worked for only one member of the extended Vanderbilt family.

Frederick and his siblings were the third generation of wealthy Vanderbilts and as such
were still considered to be nouveau riche in the last quarter of the nineteenth century.
Commodore Cornelius Vanderbilt, their grandfather, built a large fortune in the steamboat
business and subsequently in railroads. While obviously an adept business man, he was widely
characterized as crude and lacking in basic manners. Cornelius Vanderbilt left the bulk of his
fortune to his eldest son William Henry Vanderbilt at his death in 1877. William Henry was able
to double the $90,000,000 left to him before his own death in 1885. While William Henry built a
magnificent house at 640 Fifth Avenue and filled it with an impressive art collection, he did not
clamor to enter the closed ranks of New York Society. In the next generation, however, a great
change took place. The most ambitious member of the third generation was Alva Smith
Vanderbilt, William K.'s wife. Her great entry into society was marked by the splendid costume
ball that she gave in March of 1883. This ball was attended by all of New York Society. Other
members of the family had entrees through marriage, such as the youngest daughter Lila's
marriage to William Seward Webb, whose family had long been prominent. The Vanderbilts
became accepted members of New York Society through their entertainments as well as their
building projects both in New York City and in various seaside and country retreats."”®

Vanderbilt family architectural commissions represent some of the finest examples of
the four previously defined gilded-age house types: townhouses, country places, seaside
cottages, and vacation houses. The yacht could also be considered as a type of vacation house,
albeit moveable. Each member of the family, except Cornelius had houses of each type. The
seasonal relocation of the uppermost echelon of society dictated where the majority of its
members might be at specific times of year. It is also no coincidence that the great age of
country building occurred after William Henry's death when each child received at least
$10,000,000 and the eldest two, Cornelius and William, considerably more. The Vanderbilts'
country houses were much more spread out than their city residences. Each of the Vanderbilt
siblings built or bought numerous houses in the country. There is an important distinction
between the estates that can be considered country places and those that were vacation homes.
A country place encompassed not only a magnificent house as its centerpiece, but also a farm, a
park with gardens and the facilities for leisure activities. Seven of the eight Vanderbilt siblings
had an estate that could be considered their "country place." Cornelius, the eldest did not have
such an estate; his early death in 1899 was probably a factor, as well as the fact that his attention
in the preceding years was focused on the rebuilding of The Breakers, his seaside cottage, in
Newport.

Townhouses

William H. Vanderbilt, the father of the third generation, set the stage for his children's
taste in his own building and art collecting. His own forays into architectural patronage began
around 1863 with the building of 459 Fifth Avenue, at the corner of 40th Street, an
undistinguished brownstone house. William H. later embellished the interiors with the help of

138 For more on the Vanderbilt entrée into Society see: Andrews, 1941, Hoyt, 1962 and Patterson, 1989.
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Herter Brothers, then at the height of their career. These interiors documented by a bill of sale
from 1878 and four interior photographs reveal the most up-to-date aesthetic taste."*’

The Vanderbilts took off on their building spree on December 8, 1879 when William
Henry, and his two eldest sons Cornelius, and William K. all filed building plans for their New
York City houses on the same day.'* The three houses, William Henry's Triple Palace for
himself and daughters Margaret Shepard and Emily Sloane at 640 Fifth Avenue, Cornelius'
house at 1 West 57th Street, and William K.'s chateau at 660 Fifth Avenue were designed by
different architects, in different styles.

John Snook in collaboration with Herter Brothers were the architects of 640 Fifth
Avenue. It was built of typical New York brownstone, largely because William Henry was too
impatient to endure the additional building time that using limestone would have added to the
job. Snook had a long association with the Vanderbilts, most notably for the design of the
original Grand Central Station. The interiors of William Henry's portion of the mansion,
however, were truly magnificent. William Baumgarten, the manager of Herter Brothers, who
decorated the house, said the following:

Mr. Vanderbilt was the most liberal customer [Herter Brothers] ever had. We have rarely
had a customer who took such personal interest in the work during its progress. All the
designs were submitted to him from the first stone to the last piece of decoration or
furniture. Mr. Vanderbilt was at our warerooms or at our shops almost every day for a year.
He spent hours in the designing rooms, and often looked on while the workmen were busy
in the shops, and gave them money and encouragement in their work.!

William Henry's rapt attention could scarcely have escaped the notice of his children.

The house was also widely noticed by the public and the New York press.142 The interiors were
extraordinary, executed in a variety of progressive styles including Japanese, Renaissance, Louis
XIV, Aesthetic, Moorish, and Pompeian. William Henry opened his art gallery to the public one
day every week.

It was the social aspirations of William Henry's children, fueled by their desire to build
that drove their construction frenzy of the 1880s and 1890s. William K. and Alva's
Gothic/Renaissance chateau at 660 Fifth Avenue was designed by Richard Morris Hunt and
completed in 1883. Alva's relentless desire to be accepted into New York Society culminated in
a ball given in March of 1883, where she forced Mrs. Astor, the undisputed leader of society to
call on her, in order that her daughter could dance a quadrille at the ball. Hunt's mansion, based
on the Chateau de Blois was the most dazzling design of all of the Vanderbilt New York houses.

Revolutionary may be the best adjective to describe the house in which the ball was held.
Here on the northwest corner of Fifth Avenue and Fifty-Second Street, stood an exception
to the brownstone fronts in which our millionaires were accustomed to conceal their rise in
the world - a glistening chateau of Caen stone which satisfied so superbly the needs of a

139 Collection of Biltmore.

19 plans for 660 Fifth, 640 Fifth, and 1 West 57 were all filed the same day. The New York Times,
December 9, 1879. Wilson, et al, American Renaissance, 118. Each one of them had received a legacy from
the death of the Commodore.

141 Quoted in James Maher, The Twilight of Splendor (Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1975), xvi-ii
from The New York Herald, December 11, 1885.

142 William Henry Vanderbilt also commissioned a vanity publication about the house: Edward Strahan,
Mr. Vanderbilt's House and Collection (Boston, New York, and Philadelphia: George Barrie, 1883-4).
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railway king of the age of elegance that neither Fifth Avenue nor American Architecture
could ever be quite the same again. . . . While it was true that the architect had returned to the
past for guidance, what he had accomplished in this, the first "eclectic" design in American
architecture, was to plan a house in the manner of sixteenth-century France to suit the wants
of a nineteenth-century millionaire.'*

The house even made an impression on Charles McKim. "McKim made a habit of strolling up
Fifth Avenue late at night to gaze again and again at the Vanderbilt chateau. He said he always
slept better for the sight of it."'** The interiors were designed by Hunt and executed by a
number of firms, including Herter Brothers, Leon Marcotte, and Allard. This was a practice that
had its origins in the 1870s and continued through at least the turn of the century.'*

Cornelius Vanderbilt IT's house at the corner of Fifth Avenue and Fifty-Seventh Street
was the work of George B. Post. Cornelius was shortly to become the head of the richest family
in America. He was certainly driven by the same desire to build as his father and brother. His
house was different from both of theirs, and each reflected the independent taste of the three
men. Post had been a student and close associate of Hunt's, although he was better known for
his commercial buildings than residential work. Cornelius II was the eldest son, and as such,
probably felt compelled to build in a commensurate manner. The house, French Renaissance in
style and made of brick with stone trim, was not considered to be the masterpiece of
architectural design that William K. and Alva's house was. The interiors however were another
matter. Unlike 660 Fifth Avenue, where Hunt designed most of the rooms which were then
handed over to sub-contractors, contemporary artists were engaged and given much freedom to
design the individual spaces at 1 West 57th Street. Augustus Saint-Gaudens, for example,
created a magnificent carved marble fireplace supported by two huge female figures and
embellished with mosaics.'* Other rooms were decorated by Allard, John LaFarge, Louis
Comfort Tiffany, and Gilbert Cuel.

Frederick lived at 24 West 53rd Street and 693 Fifth Avenue until his father gave him his
old house at 459 Fifth Avenue. According to an article in the New York Morning Journal,
Frederick and Louise redecorated the house in the mid 1880s. The title of the article "A Jewel
Case in Stone," suggests that the interiors must have been quite splendid. Herter Brothers did

the bedroom and many of the rooms were decorated in different styles.

Their father William Henry gave each of the four Vanderbilt daughters a house. Two of
the daughters, Margaret and Emily, shared the triple palace with entrances to their houses at 642
Fifth Avenue and 2 West 52nd Street. The interiors were subcontracted to Marcotte and

143 Wayne Andrews, Architecture, Ambition, and Americans, rev. ed. (New York: The Free Press, 1978),
170-171.

' Andrews, 1978, 171.

% Other houses and buildings that encompassed the work of competing decorators were Elm Park, the
home of LeGrand Lockwood in Norwalk, CT and the Seventh Regiment Armory in New York. The
practice is also evident in numerous Vanderbilt commissions: Cornelius Vanderbilt II House, The
Breakers, Marble House, and Hyde Park.

146 This piece is now in the collection of the Metropolitan Museum of Art.

7 Four photographs of the interiors survive in the collection at Biltmore, probably taken in the late
1870s. There is also a bill detailing the redecoration of the drawing room in 1878. A number of pieces of
furniture from this house, as well as decorations, made their way to Hyde Park. I was unable to locate a
copy of this newspaper at either the New York Public Library or the New-York Historical Society. I
consulted Mr. James Maher's notes, and thank him for sharing them with me.

30



The Gilded Age and Country Places

Company. Surviving photographs of the interiors of Margaret's Shepard House show

traditional, somewhat dark and heavy rooms. 48 John Snook also designed the houses of the
other two daughters at 680 Fifth Avenue (Eliza and William Seward Webb) and 684 Fifth
Avenue (Florence Adele and Hamilton McKown Twombly) with the interiors subcontracted to
various decorators.

George, the youngest son, lived at home at 640 Fifth Avenue with his parents. Upon his
mother's death he inherited the house.

The stretch of Fifth Avenue from the low to the high fifties was known as "Vanderbilt
Row" in consideration of the eight houses belonging to Vanderbilts. Many more houses were
built over the following decades for the next generation. It is worth noting that the Vanderbilts'
city houses were very close. Frederick was the farthest south at Fortieth Street with the
remaining brothers and sisters living within seven blocks of each other from Fiftieth to Fifty-
Seventh Streets.

Little by little as the commercial center of New York edged northward on Fifth Avenue,
the Vanderbilts also moved. Frederick and Louise were the farthest south, and thus the first to
move. They left 459 Fifth Avenue in the winter of 1913. When in New York, they stayed at the
Ritz Hotel until June of the following year.'* From 1914 to 1917 they rented a townhouse on
Park Avenue and 73rd Street from Oakleigh Thorne."® After giving up the idea of renovating
that house, the Vanderbilts purchased a house at 1025 Fifth Avenue in 1917 that Ogden Codman
had designed for General Lloyd Brice. They then hired Codman to redecorate this house."!
Frederick kept this house even after Louise's death and left it to his wife's niece, Daisy Van Alen,
who also inherited Hyde Park. The decoration of 1025 Fifth Avenue was very classical and
traditional, although more Georgian in flavor than Hyde Park. The contents of the auction
catalogue list many tapestries and pieces of porcelain, as well as the typical mixture of antique
and reproduction furniture."” During this period, Frederick bought many things from dealer
Joseph Duvc;:%n including paintings, as well as bronzes, tapestries, porcelains and other

accessories.

Seaside Cottages

There was an early preference for Newport that did not last with many of Frederick's
generation. Newport may be seen as a seasonal resort, but one with a strong social component
that was anything but restful.

Cornelius IT bought The Breakers in 1885 from Pierre Lorillard. The shingle-style house
had been designed by Peabody and Stearns of Boston, and was completed in 1878. Vanderbilt

¥ Thereis a photograph album in the collection of the New-York Historical Society (N-YHS).

149 Snell, Vanderbilt Report # 6, 8

150 The New York Times, October 7,1914, 9.

Bl The drawings for this renovation may be found at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, Avery Library, and
the Society for the Preservation of New England Antiquities (SPNEA). In addition, there is extensive
correspondence at SPNEA between the Vanderbilts and Codman concerning the details of the
redecoration. See Codman Collection, American letters received, 1917.

92 parke Bernet, Property of Mrs. James Laurens Van Alen removed from 1025 Fifth Avenue, April 15, 1939.
153 See Duveen Ledgers, now collection of the Getty Museum, entries for 1916,1917,1918.
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redecorated the interiors, which were carried out by Peabody and Stearns. A new wing was
added containing the kitchen. Like Cornelius' New York City House, The Breakers was the
largest house in Newport. The Breakers burned on a chilly November day in 1892. When
Cornelius came to rebuild The Breakers, he turned to Richard Morris Hunt. Hunt created a
Genoese palace for Cornelius of immense proportions which is still the largest house in
Newport. Because there was no room at The Breakers to accommodate farming and garden
operations which the gentleman millionaire felt were requisite to supporting his style of living,
Cornelius purchased a farm in nearby Portsmouth, Rhode Island from August Belmont.
Oakland Farm produced the flowers and vegetables for the Cornelius Vanderbilts."*

Alva Vanderbilt was eager to pursue her social agenda in Newport. She built Marble
House with Richard Morris Hunt as her architect. The design of Marble House was purely
classical; it was based on a Greek Temple combined with the Petit Trianon at Versailles. It was
lavishly constructed of white marble with interiors of even greater splendor. They were covered
with exotic marbles from all over the world. The Gold Ballroom, by Allard, was totally
encrusted with carved and gilded surfaces accentuated by mirrors. The mantelpiece displayed
two enormous bronze figures sculpted by Karl Bitter. The Louis XIV Dining Room was lined
with Numidian marble with a gilded ceiling depicting animals of the hunt. The Gothic Room
decorated by Alva's protégé Gilbert Cuel was in the Gothic style and contained an important
collection of Gothic art. When completed in 1892, Marble House was said to have cost
$11,000,000. It was the perfect stage setting for Alva's magnificent balls and other
entertainments, many in the service of arranging a titled English marriage for her daughter,
Consuelo.

The Twomblys had a cottage in Newport that they purchased in 1896 from Catherine
Lorillard Wolfe called Vinland. It was located next door to The Breakers. Like the original
Breakers, Peabody and Stearns designed Vinland. In 1907-08, the Twomblys enlarged the
house, which was used virtually every summer.

In contrast to the imposing Newport mansions, Frederick and Louise's Newport cottage,
Rough Point, was executed by Peabody and Stearns in the English manor style. The house was
more secluded, located at the end of Bellevue Avenue where it was surrounded by cliffs. It was
described in 1901 as "Rugged and strong, with a burly independence in keeping with its
situation on the cliff.""** Frederick and Louise appreciated the privacy that the site and
landscape gave them. It was completed in 1891 with the landscaping done by Frederick Law
Olmsted. The Vanderbilts entertained at Rough Point for several seasons, giving at least two
large balls in 1892 and 1896."° An account of Rough Point in the Troy Press of 1895 describes
the relative grandeur of Frederick and Louise's Newport house.

Frederick Vanderbilt has a cottage at Newport, called such by this rural title after the
amusing fashion of the Newporters themselves. It is certanly [sic] not among the costliest
and most magnificent private residences in the country. It is, however, luxurious enough,
and the furnishings are enough to give contentment to the occupants during all the Newport
summer. There is no intention of duplicating that residence on the Hudson estate, for the

154 Foreman and Stimson, 247.

155 Davis, Hartley, "Magnificent Newport," 486.
136 On the 1896 Ball see the Newport Daily News, August 24, 1896. The article details that there were more
than 400 guests, including many Vanderbilts and Mr. and Mrs. Whitney Warren.
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Hudson house and the Newport cottage are rather distinct in their use and happily different
in their characteristics."’

But they soon tired of the vigorous social demands, and spent increasingly less time at Rough
Point until they sold it in 1906.

Vacation Houses

The Adirondacks were another place that the Vanderbilts congregated at various times.
Lila and William Seward Webb went to the Adirondacks for real leisure, traveling across Lake
Champlain. Their camp, Nehasane, was the largest land-holding estate in America.””® It was
designed by Robert Henderson Robertson. The main house was called Forest Lodge and was
built on Lake Lila in the early 1890s. It was a large shingled house with a prominent sloping roof
with overhanging porches. The interiors were decorated in the Adirondack style with massive
stone fireplaces and numerous mounted animal heads."’

After the turn of the century Frederick and Louise began to go to the Adirondacks,
probably lured there by the Webbs and the Twomblys. In 1902 Frederick bought Pine Tree
Point on Upper St. Regis Lake and rebuilt it with the help of Japanese craftsmen who had
worked on the Japanese Pavilion at the 1901 Pan-American Exposition in Buffalo. The Japanese
Camp, as it was known, is somewhat of an enigma. While William H. Vanderbilt had a Japanese
room at 640 Fifth Avenue in New York, it seems quite exotic for Frederick's taste and for the
standards of the Adirondacks as well. An article published in the New York Daily Tribune,
explained:

Mr. Vanderbilt, long a lover of Japanese art was determined that there should be in this camp
of his nothing that was not really Japanese. At much expense he procured the services of
Japanese architects and then imported workmen directly from Japan that the plans might be
worked out accurately in every detail. "Queer little jiggers," the Adirondack guides called
the painstaking Japanese who a little while ago finished their work . . . It is hard to describe
the charm that Mr. Vanderbilt has succeeded in producing by combining Japanese
architecture with the rugged beauty of the Adirondacks . . . Japanese furniture, Japanese
ware, Japanese tapestries and mosaics, all serve to convey the impression that with one step
one has 11662'[ the Adirondacks . .. and by some magician's trick landed in a quiet corner of old
Nippon.

One is struck by the authenticity that apparently extended to making the servants wear
kimonos.'®" The approach at the Japanese Camp seems to be in stark contrast to the mixing of
styles and the lack of concern for the true age of the antiques or reproductions at Hyde Park. By
1913, Frederick and Louise tired of the Adirondacks and sold their camp to Herbert L. Pratt of

7 "Changing Customs."

P8 King, 114.

¥ For more on Nehasane see Harvey Kaiser, Great Camps of the Adirondacks (Boston: David Godine,
1982), 183-187.

10 The New-York Daily Tribune, August 27, 1905, 3.

161 Mildred Phelps Stokes Hooker, Camp Chronicles (Blue Mountain Lake, NY: Adirondack Museum,
1964), 26. Mrs. Hooker goes on to say "They not only had the cabins Japanized, they dressed all their
maids in kimonos! They had taken over a stout English maid of Mother's, and she nearly died of
embarrassment when she had to appear before us in this odd new uniform."
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New York.'” They spent the summers of 1913 and 1914 in Europe and in 1915 took an interest
in Bar Harbor, Maine.

Many of the Vanderbilt clan had homes in Bar Harbor; including George who in the late
1880s bought a house that he called Point d'Acadie. The Shepards, and their children the
Schieffelins and Fabbris, also went to Bar Harbor. Like Newport and the Adirondacks, boating
was an important leisure activity in Bar Harbor. The Vanderbilts took their yacht to Maine
where they anchored it while at their camp. Frederick sold the Bar Harbor house to Atwater
Kent after Louise's death in 1927.'%

It is noteworthy that Frederick chose locations for his vacation homes where his siblings
also had houses.

Country Places

The country seats of the Vanderbilt siblings were very different in character. In general,
they chose very disparate locations for their major building programs in the country, spanning
the eastern part of the country including Vermont, western Massachusetts, Long Island, the
Hudson Valley, New Jersey, and North Carolina. The following discussion is arranged
chronologically by construction start date for each building.

Idle Hour in Oakdale, Long Island was the earliest of the country houses built by William
K. and Alva. The first building campaign, designed by Richard Morris Hunt was completed in
1879. It was later enlarged three times in 1883, 1887, and 1892. A model farm that made the
estate self-sufficient in the English sense accompanied the Stick Style house. The location of the
estate on Long Island also offered many leisure activities including yachting and hunting. In
contrast to the social whirl of the Newport season, life at Idle Hour was much more relaxed.
After William K. and Alva divorced the house was not used very much. Idle Hour burned in
1895, and was rebuilt by Hunt's son, Richard Howland Hunt, in 1901. The second house was an
elaborate Renaissance style mansion with Dutch style gables and the setting for many elaborate
weekend parties. Shortly after its completion, William K. had it enlarged by Whitney Warren in
1903, who added a bachelor wing and tennis court.

Emily and William Sloane chose Lenox, Massachusetts, for their rambling Shingle style
house, Elm Court, designed by Peabody and Stearns and completed in 1887. Sloane probably
selected the location because his brother and business partner in the New York firm of W & |
Sloane, John Sloane, also had a country house in Lenox. The style of the house was strongly
influenced by American colonial architecture tempered by the Georgian style. The house was
extremely picturesque, enhanced by the rolling landscape of the Berkshire Mountains. The
Sloanes enlarged Elm Court over the years, greatly expanding the estate according to the needs
of their growing family. One of their daughters, Adele Sloane Burden, lovingly described some
of the happy times she spent there in her autobiography, Maverick in Mauve. Elm Court had a
large greenhouse that supplied both flowers and fruits for the estate. Frederick Law Olmsted
was responsible for the landscaping which included forests and gardens.'®* The Sloanes used
the house from the spring through late October. It was included in an 1887 publication called

162 Frederick probably sold the camp unfurnished. E-mail Anne Vaningen (Herbert Pratt's great

granddaughter) to Nina Gray February 23, 1999.
163 Snell, Vanderbilt Report # 6, 10.
164 Foreman and Stimson, 141.
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Artistic Country Seats by George William Sheldon, where it was described: "Most visitors at
Lenox, Mass. consider Mr. William D. Sloane's magnificent new villa the most important
architectural attraction of the place."'®

Lila and William Seward Webb built their country estate in Shelburne, Vermont.
Shelburne Farms was begun in 1887 and completed in 1899.'% It had the air of a real country
manor in the Queen Anne or Tudor revival style enhanced by several additions.'®” The architect
was Robert Henderson Robertson, who also designed the Coach House at Hyde Park. The
house was sited on the eastern shore of Lake Champlain, with a spectacular view of the
Adirondack Mountains to the west. The Webbs made Shelburne Farms their home for most of
the year. As a country house, the interiors were less formal than those of other Vanderbilt
houses in Newport or New York City. They were decorated in a variety of styles including
Louis XV and Empire. "Shelburne Farms was a quintessentially American undertaking, from
the architectural style of its shingled buildings to its preoccupation with scientific advances.
Even more important, however, was Shelburne's wedding of aesthetic beauty to technology.
The physical beauty of his surroundings was definitely a part of the message Dr. Webb hoped to
convey to the farmers of America."'*®® The breeding barn was of special note; built in the Shingle
Style, it was the largest unsupported interior space in America.'® William and Lila Webb
certainly viewed their estate as English gentry would. Webb's interest in scientific husbandry
led him to focus on breeding as the agricultural component of the estate. Unfortunately the
invention and growing popularity of the automobile diminished the need for coaches and
coaching horses in American society. Shelburne Farms also included leisure facilities such as a
golf course and boating and hunting were popular pastimes with guests. In later years, Frederick
actively supported Lila financially and paid for much of the upkeep of Shelburne Farms.'”

Biltmore, designed and built from 1888 to 1895, was the largest of all the Vanderbilt
country houses. Indeed, it is the largest private residence built in the United States. It was the
life's work of George W. Vanderbilt, the youngest child of William Henry, and consumed his
fortune. Biltmore is located in Asheville, North Carolina. The residence and other estate
structures were designed by Richard Morris Hunt. The siting of the main house, along with the
landscaping and gardens was the work of the Olmsted firm, and was the last major commission
Frederick Law Olmsted was involved in. It was unique among the Vanderbilt estates both in its
remoteness and in George's choice of arboriculture to support the estate. George devoted his
time and energy to collecting rare books and building his dream castle. George fell in love with
the Blue Ridge Mountains and the pleasant climate of North Carolina while visiting with his
mother. He amassed an enormous tract of land and at the same time toured Europe with Hunt
in search of architectural ideas and treasures for his house. They chose the French Renaissance
style, derived from a fifteenth century chateau in Bourges. The 140,000-acre Biltmore Estate
included formal gardens, greenhouses, a model farm, miles of scenic roads, an arboretum, and

11 ewis, #94.

166 Erica Donnis, the curator and archivist at Shelburne Farms very kindly shared her excellent master's
thesis with me: Erica Huyler Donnis, "The Conception of a Country Residence: Shelburne House, 1887-
1900" (University of Delaware, 1998). See also Joe Sherman, The House at Shelburne Farms, The Story of
Omne of America's Great Country Estates (Middlebury, VT: Paul S. Erikson, 1986).

167 Foreman and Stimson, 86.

168 Foreman and Stimson, 83.

169 Foreman and Stimson, 73.

170 por example see Frederick Vanderbilt to Lila Webb, postmarked February 4, 1923, collection of
Shelburne Farms.
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an enormous forest. Olmsted had persuaded George that forestry would be an interesting and
gentlemanly agricultural endeavor. Vanderbilt hired Gifford Pinchot to be the chief forester for
Biltmore, thus creating one of the earliest scientific forestry management programs in the
United States. In addition, Biltmore had a manorial village, in true emulation of the English
tradition, which was even built in an old English style. George, and later his wife Edith,
entertained guests (many of them family) in the enormous house.

Both the Shepards and the Twomblys turned to McKim, Mead & White for the design of
their country estates. The Shepard Estate, Woodlea, was in Scarborough, New York, not far
from Hyde Park. This area of lower Westchester County was especially attractive to millionaires
who wanted to be close to Manhattan. John D. Rockefeller was one of the Shepards' closer
neighbors. William Rutherford Mead, who usually tended to the administration of the firm, was
the partner-in-charge, assisted by Stanford White. Mead was related to Elliot Shepard through
the marriage of his sister to Shepard's brother. Woodlea was completed in 1895 after the death
of Elliott Fitch Shepard. It was an English style house, characterized by its long hallways. It was
built of light-colored brick trimmed with classically detailed limestone. The landscaping was
done by the Olmsted firm and includes especially impressive stretches of rolling lawns and
Italian gardens. The interiors were carried out with the expense and splendor expected of the
Vanderbilts, although there were no extraordinary decorative schemes. The long axis of the
house featured rooms en filade,'”" including the Living Room, Gold Room, and the Dining
Room. All of these rooms had views of the Hudson River. The family and guest rooms were
distinguished by their spaciousness. The servants' wing was isolated on the north side of the
house.

William Rutherford Mead was also the McKim, Mead & White partner-in-charge of
Florence and Hamilton Twombly's estate, Florham, in Convent Station, Morris County, New
York. Morris County was another wealthy enclave whose residents included the Dodge,
Armour, and Harkness families. The house was finished in 1897. Florham was a conscious copy
of an aristocratic English estate encompassing a grand house, a farm, greenhouses, an orangery,
and a large tract of land. Florham was designed in the Georgian Revival style and constructed of
brick. William Mead wrote, "Twombly wants a house on the order of an English gentleman. I
don't think he knows exactly what he means, and I am sure I don't, but as near as I can gather,
his idea was that it shall be a thoroughly comfortable house without the stiffness of the modern
city house."'"* It was composed symmetrically with a large center section that is flanked by
wings. Everything about the house emphasizes the wealth and social importance of its owners.
Like Woodlea, the plan features a long hall. Twombly's important collection of tapestries was
hung throughout the house.'”” The decoration was English in taste marked by the marble floors,
mahogany doors, and widespread use of damask wall covering, much of which was carried out
by William Baumgarten, formerly of Herter Brothers. Like most of the other Vanderbilt houses,
Florham incorporated the most up-to-date technological advances in plumbing, heating, and the
like. Frederick Law Olmsted and his son Frederick, Jr., landscaped the grounds. Despite the
early death of Hamilton Twombly, Florence entertained regularly.

71 En filade rooms are rooms that open one into the next along a single axis.

172 L etter Mead to Frank Millet, July 9, 1895, N-YHS quoted in Richard Guy Wilson, McKim, Mead &
White Architects, 155.

17 The tapestries had been made for Louis XIII of France; they were later owned by the Barbarini Family
and were purchased from Charles Foulke. See McKim, Mead & White (MMW) Collection, N-YHS,
Correspondence-Twombly, 1892.
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In comparing Frederick and Louise's houses with those of his siblings, it is apparent that
Frederick sought, on the one hand, to define his own style and independence, and on the other
was greatly influenced and even competitive in consideration of certain elements such as the
farming component of his estate.

Hyde Park was small in comparison with Idle Hour, Woodlea, Florham, Elm Court,
Shelburne Farms, and Biltmore. Frederick's original plan was to renovate the existing Langdon
Mansion, and add two wings, much like his neighbor Ogden Mills had done at Staatsburgh.
When it became apparent that the Langdon Mansion was unsound structurally, a new house
was designed using the basic footprint of the old house. Into this footprint, however, a new plan
emerged where the flow of space and disposition of rooms was perfected. The house was
tastefully elegant though it hardly stood up to the elaborate displays of his siblings. Itis
significant that the controlled and concise Charles McKim was in charge of the commission.
The Vanderbilts might have wished for the more modest accommodation of the original plan to
renovate the Langdon Mansion, but undoubtedly felt when forced to start over that they should
build a house befitting members of their social sphere. Moreover, because of their relatively
sedate lifestyle, the seasonal routine of the Frederick Vanderbilts (who had no children) gives a

truer picture of country life in the 1890s than the often-sensational doings of their peers and
174
relatives.

The classical mansion with half-round portico and majestic columns echoes the earlier
Langdon house. Of all of the Vanderbilt houses, it was as formal and closest in style to Marble
House in Newport in its choice of a French classical prototype. The grounds competed on most
levels with those of the other estates and had the special cachet of being historic. The element of
history was not lost on Frederick and Louise. They had been introduced to the area by Mr. and
Mrs. Ogden Mills; Mrs. Mills was a Livingston by birth. By purchasing the Langdon Estate they
were immediately thrust into the local social circle of old line New Yorkers. Hyde Park
accommodated small but gracious groups of country house guests. The suites were well
appointed and tastefully decorated. Larger entertainments and balls were given, although it
seems rarely. The plan of the house was formal and grand without being overwhelming. The
layout and progression of rooms from the entry and hall leading to the west porch with
magnificent views of the Hudson on one axis, and from the Dining Room to the Living Room,
both grand entertaining spaces on the other axis were marked by clarity and elegance. Smaller,
more intimate rooms such as the Den, which was a much-used space, show the informal side of
Frederick and Louise. Three different decorators decorated the interiors: McKim, Georges
Glaenzer, and Ogden Codman. Stanford White played the important role of antique dealer, and
procured enough old furniture, sculpture, accessories, chandeliers, and rugs to give the mansion
the imperial feeling of an Old World estate. While Codman had decorated the bedrooms at The
Breakers for Cornelius and Alice Vanderbilt, this was the only domestic commission that
Georges Glaenzer seems to have executed for the Vanderbilt family. Here too, one sees
Frederick and Louise taking some leads and going in their own direction. Frederick did not
have the passion for collecting that his father or some of his siblings had, but the tapestries and
porcelains at Hyde Park are quite fine and blend in with the decor in a very harmonious manner.

Hyde Park was Frederick and Louise's favorite house, marked by the fact that they never
sold it and returned without fail to spend part of every year in the Hudson Valley. By 1895,
when they bought Hyde Park, they had already lost interest in Newport. They kept Rough

74 Hewitt, 128.
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Point, visiting it occasionally, but more often renting it to Louise's niece and her husband, Rose
and Thomas Howard. Vanderbilt sold Rough Point in 1906 after Thomas Howard's death in
1904.

Each of William Henry Vanderbilt's children made a statement with the houses that they
built or owned. Cornelius, the eldest seems to have aimed for the biggest house in New York
City and the biggest house in Newport. He never looked for a more personal or remote location
and never built a country seat. William K., together with his wife Alva, built one of the most
avant-garde and ostentatious mansions on Fifth Avenue (660) and the most expensive house in
Newport, constructed almost entirely out of marble (Marble House). George, the youngest son
eschewed New York City where he owned William Henry's mansion at 640 Fifth Avenue and
concentrated on building the biggest private residence in the United States (Biltmore).
Frederick and his sisters did not seem compelled to make sweeping statements; rather each
constructed a house and estate that suited their taste and lifestyle.

MANAGEMENT OF GILDED-AGE ESTATES

The four types of elite gilded-age residences outlined above, the New York townhouse,
country place, seaside cottage, and vacation house, were each supported by a departmentalized
system of management that varied in form according to type of residence. The country estate,
whose departments usually included house, park, gardens, farm, and Coach House, as well as
smaller departments such as powerhouse, represented the most complex management structure
of gilded-age residences. Relatively complete management records that survive from Vanderbilt
family houses at Hyde Park, Shelburne Farms, and Marble House demonstrate the norm for
country estate management as well as the variation in management for a Newport seaside
cottage.

At Hyde Park and Shelburne Farms, a superintendent or farm manager served as chief of
operations for the non-household departments of the estates. He was in regular contact with
the property owner or his personal secretary, and he carried out his duties with a degree of
autonomy exemplified by his ability to hire and fire staff and purchase or sell equipment and
agricultural products at his own discretion. In the cases of Hyde Park and Shelburne Farms, the
superintendent or farm manager maintained a network with managers of nearby estates and
farms whose management systems operated in a similar manner.'”

At Marble House in Newport, the superintendent managed a smaller number of
departments including garden and Coach House and had responsibility for the household, its
staff, and the maintenance and security of furnishings and interiors. Lacking park and farm
departments, the seaside cottage required a smaller staff. Alva's management of her staff has
been characterized as tyrannical, and her journals and her superintendent's diaries indicate that
he operated with no autonomy from his employer. This is likely due to Alva's personality and
may not describe the general means employed in managing a Newport seaside cottage'”

175 §ee Herbert Shears' journals, account books, and payroll records in the ROVA Archives and farm
manager's correspondence, account books, and payroll records in the collection of Shelburne Farms.

176 William Gilmour diaries and correspondence (June 1909 - May 1914) in the collection of Preservation
Society of Newport County (PSNC).
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Diagram #1 describes the two management systems employed for these three properties.
It should be noted that the personal secretary was a vital communication link between property
owner and manager when the property owner was not in residence.'”

In Munsey's Magazine, Harrington describes in detail the management of Hudson Valley
estates, as he found it in the period:

Most of the properties along the Hudson are divided into a "park side" and a "farm side."
The division is generally made by a country road. A superintendent is employed who is
responsible for the care of the entire establishment. The number of men employed on the
average country place varies with the season and the amount of work to be done. It may be
anywhere from ten to two hundred. To conduct such an estate, the services of farm hands,
gardeners, laborers, teamsters, stablemen, coachmen, and grooms are required.178

Next to the superintendent, the most important man on a country place is the head gardener.
He directs the operations of the men in the greenhouses, lays out the flower beds, and is
responsible for the care of the lawns. Every morning at six o'clock the superintendent calls
the roll and sends the various employees to their posts of duty. It requires as much
bookkeeping and management to conduct one of these country seats along the Hudson as it
does to direct the affairs of a business house.'”

On one estate not far up the Hudson about thirty laborers are employed, whose monthly wages
are thirty-five dollars each. A competent superintendent may be obtained for a thousand dollars a
year, and the salary of a first class gardener is six hundred dollars. You must add to this the wages
of the stable force, usually ten men in all, and the household servants, who number half a score.
Here are fifty or sixty retainers whose wages amount to nearly twelve thousand dollars annually.
A country place, taking into consideration its extent and the tastes of its owner, may cost
anywhere from ten thousand dollars to fifty thousand dollars a year. We read much of the
poultry, the eggs, and the milk which come to the market from the "farm sides" of some of these
estates along the Hudson. In spite of these sales, the gentleman farmer generally finds that his
agricultural operations are on the wrong side of the ledger. Next to maintaining a first class steam
yacht the most expensive pursuit is conducting a country seat.'™

Harrington's reference to the elaboration of systems for management and
bookkeeping as akin to those of business is apt. At Hyde Park, Herbert Shears was assisted
by an office clerk who maintained estate records, and the Webbs' more elaborate farm
operations at Shelburne required the services of four to six clerks for record keeping. The
emphasis on breeding, agricultural production, and the management of a game preserve at
Shelburne Farms exceeded the scale of Hyde Park and most estates of the period. An article
in Country Life in America in 1903 described the system of record keeping by department at
Shelburne which applied generally to country estates of the era:

Four clerks are employed to keep the books and take care of the financial end of this great
farm. So thoroughly are the business operations systematized that there is instant reference

T Herbert Shears' journals, account books, and payroll records in the ROVA Archives; farm manager's

correspondence, account books, and payroll records in the collection of Shelburne Farms; William
Gilmour diaries and correspondence in the collection of PSNC.

178 Harrington, 732.

17 Harrington, 733-734.

180 Harrington, 734-735.
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to the cost in detail of any piece of work, or the whereabouts or disposition of any animal
ever owned here."™!

In her Master's thesis on Shelburne Farms, Erica Donnis describes the enumeration of
estate departments in the farm's account books;

Farm Manager Arthur Taylor, succeeded by 1900 by E.F. Gebhardt, oversaw the Assistant
Manager, the Head Coachman, the Stud Groom, the Head Gardener, a Farm Office of six
clerks, and approximately three hundred other Farm employees, including grooms,
gardeners, house servants, and field workers. The sheer volume of activity and expense is
suggested by the Shelburne Farms account book entries for 1901, which consist of separate
records for Shelburne House, Farm Barn, and Breeding Barns; Farm Office, Tool Room, and
Store Room; various field crops, Poultry Yard, Piggery, Swinery, Steer Farm, Dairy Farm, and
Sheep Yard; Blacksmith Shop and Harness Shop; breeding operations; House Garden, Golf
Links, Greenhouses, and Nurseries; Aviary and Pheasantry; Boathouse, Docks and Yacht;
and Fire Department, Water Plant, Electrical Plant, and road maintenance operations.182

A similar system of estate department accounting was employed at Hyde Park as
evidenced by a surviving collection of records including account books, ledgers, cash books,
supply books, payroll books, and breeding registries. Country estate owners ran their estates
with the same systems that had proved successful in the business arena. Despite careful
financial management, Shelburne Farms did not operate at a profit, nor did Hyde Park, as was
typical of a gentleman's farm of the era, profit not being a primary goal of the operation.

181 Edwin C. Powell, "Shelburne Farms: An Ideal Country Place," Country Life in America 3:4 (February
1903): 152.
182 Donnis, 14-15.
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(Hyde Park and Shelburne Farms)

Country Estate:
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CHAPTER TWO

HISTORICAL OVERVIEW

EVOLUTION OF THE ESTATE, 1764-PRESENT'®

The earliest development of lands that became the Vanderbilts' Hyde Park estate began
in 1764 when Dr. John Bard purchased land on the east side of the Albany Post Road. Dr. Bard
built Red House and developed the agricultural aspects of the eastern section of the property
that continued through Frederick Vanderbilt's occupancy. Bard family ownership continued
through 1821 with Dr. Bard's son, Dr. Samuel Bard, owning the property from 1799 to 1821.
The land to the west of the Albany Post Road was developed initially by Samuel Bard who built
the first house on the ridge with its expansive river and mountain views. The latter Bard's
interest in landscape gardening and horticulture influenced the organization of the landscape
and the planting of the estate grounds as well as the older agricultural aspects of the property.

In 1828, Dr. David Hosack purchased the property from Samuel Bard's heirs. During his
ownership that ended in 1835, Hosack consulted Andre Parmentier in laying out the grounds.
The pattern of the circulation system was established which included the main entry drive over
Crum Elbow Creek, a drive from Hyde Park Landing on the west edge of Crum Elbow Creek, a
semi-circular drive to the east of the house, and the overlook drive along the north ridge.
Hosack also planted specimen trees and cleared forested areas while retaining significant forest
trees. The agricultural lands continued in use and the farm complex to the west was enlarged.

In 1840, John Jacob Astor purchased the property from Hosack's heirs and gave it to his
daughter Dorothea and her husband Walter S. Langdon. The northern portion of the property
(later known as the Sexton Tract) was retained by Magdelena Hosack and subsequently sold to
a sequence of owners ending with Samuel B. Sexton. Dorothea and Walter Langdon lived at
Hyde Park during brief periods. Their son, Walter Langdon, Jr., inherited a share of the
property and purchased the balance from his siblings. He preserved the Hosack/Parmentier
organization of the landscape, built a new house after the older house burned, and developed a
formal garden and greenhouse complex. He also purchased small parcels of land on the
southern perimeter of the estate. During his tenure, the farm complex continued in use.

In May 1895, Frederick W. and Louise Vanderbilt purchased Hyde Park from Langdon's
heirs. The Vanderbilts engaged McKim, Mead & White to renovate the old Langdon house.
Charles Follen McKim served as the partner-in-charge of the Hyde Park project. Norcross
Brothers were the general contractors. Between September and November of 1895, the Pavilion
was constructed on the site of Langdon's former coach house. The Pavilion served as a
residence for the family during construction. Plans for the Howard and Wales residences were

183 Except where noted in footnotes, the information in this section is taken from the "Executive
Summary" of the Vanderbilt Mansion Cultural Landscape Report. (O'Donnell, et al, xiii-xvi.)
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finalized at this time as well. These houses were built on the estate for Edward Wales, a close
Vanderbilt associate, and Thomas and Rose Howard, a niece of Louise Vanderbilt.!** Also
during this period, plans for renovation of the Langdon house were completed. However,
deficiencies in the old structure resulted in a new design, finalized in the late summer of 1896.
The initial construction phase resulted in erection of the building and completion of the
majority of its exterior detail by the end of 1896. R.H. Robertson designed the Hyde Park Coach
House as early as August 1895.'%

The interiors of the mansion were designed and executed between 1896 and 1899. The
rooms are variously architect-designed and decorator-designed with McKim laying out the plan
of the house and supervising the design of many of the interior spaces. Stanford White assisted
McKim by serving as an antiques buyer for the project. Herter Brothers and A.H. Davenport
were the subcontractors who executed McKim's interior designs. The Vanderbilts also hired
Georges Glaenzer and Ogden Codman to decorate several rooms, and E.F. Caldwell & Co.
manufactured the majority of the lighting.'®

The estate's technical systems included two bridges of Melan Arch design, the White
Bridge and the Rustic Bridge, on Crum Elbow Creek. An isolated electrical generating plant
powered the estate. The powerhouse was designed and built by the engineering firm W. T.
Hiscox & Co. in 1897, and generated the estate's electricity until the 1930s. In 1940 power was
obtained from the Central Hudson Gas & Electric Company. The estate's water sources, the
Hudson River, Crum Elbow Creek, Sherwood Pond, and springs near the Gardener's Cottage
and Wales House, were integrated into a system of dams, pipes, a standpipe, pumping
machinery, artesian wells, cisterns, and cesspools. The water system was self-sufficient until
1941 when it connected to the Village of Hyde Park's water system. The heating and air
conditioning plants in the mansion were installed by Baker, Smith and Company.'*’

As Frederick continued the estate's development, the neighboring Sexton Tract was
purchased and reintegrated with the estate. All the Sexton structures were removed and the
north overlook drive along the ridge was partially rebuilt along the Hosack/Parmentier
alignment. The Vanderbilts undertook a major construction program and replaced all the
structures on the Sexton Tract with the exception of the Boat House at Bard Rock. Langdon's
formal gardens were augmented during this period with new features and an extension at a
lower level to the east. The gardens were designed in sequence by James Greenleaf, Meehan
and Sons Nurseries, and Robert Cridland. Overall, the Vanderbilts retained the estate
organization and existing specimen tree collection adding many new plantings. The farm side of
the estate was improved and highly productive during the Vanderbilts' ownership.

Margaret Van Alen inherited the estate in 1938, and after briefly offering the estate for
sale, she worked with Franklin D. Roosevelt to donate a portion of the estate to the National
Park Service. Only the estate acreage west of the Albany Post Road was transferred to public

'8 Edward H. Wales graduated from Columbia in 1877 and did not attend Yale with Frederick as

previously asserted. The Wales lived in Washington, D.C. and Hyde Park in the brick house built for
them on the estate. The Wales' only daughter Ruth married Henry Francis du Pont of Winterthur, DE, in
1916 at St. James Church. Ruth W. duPont, Letter, November 11,1961, VAMA General File, "Wales
Data," ROVA Curatorial Division; Snell, 23, ROVA Archives.

185 Gee Chapter 3, A. Architectural Resources for sources.

186 Gee Chapter 3, B. Furnished Interiors for sources.

187 See Chapter 3, D. Transportation, Power, and Mechanical Systems for sources.
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ownership, while the farm side of the estate was sold. The transition from private to public
ownership was accompanied by thorough documentation of the specimen tree collection,
photographic documentation of the estate, and initial master planning. No substantial changes
to the organization or character of the portion of the property transferred to the NPS were
carried out. Two small parking lots and one large parking lot were added for visitor use. Over
the years the greenhouses, two boathouses, and tennis court were allowed to deteriorate and
were eventually demolished. The woodland edges and composition were altered by ecological
succession, invasion of volunteer species, and limited maintenance. The essential character of
the landscape, mansion architecture, and interiors remain intact.

DESCRIPTION OF HISTORICAL OCCUPANCY, 1895-PRESENT

FREDERICK W. VANDERBILT (1856 - 1938)

In 1900, Munsey's Magazine described the public's interest in the Vanderbilt family and
the effect of the spotlight on its members:

Their family rows . . . have been the subject of more extended investigation and criticism

than murders in other circles of society. .. . they themselves scarce dare to stir abroad

without masks and armor to defend themselves from the snap shooting tourist with a
188

camera.

As a young man still living under his father's roof, Frederick had suffered the intense public
spotlight which followed his father upon his inheritance of the Commodore's fortune and the
legal battle launched by William H. Vanderbilt's siblings who contested their father's will. This
very public airing of the family's dirty laundry was New York's favorite scandal of the day and
was recounted in graphic detail in the New York papers.'® This period in his youth
undoubtedly shaped Frederick's desire to live a quiet, private life away from the demands of
New York society and the probing journalists of the New York, national, and international
press. His reserve, coupled with his success in eluding the spotlight, make him an enigmatic
figure to study. The accounts of several period newspapers and employees at Hyde Park,
however, paint a picture of a kindly and pleasant man, studious in his business concerns,
generous with his closest family and favored charities, and comfortable in the pleasures of his
home life, travel, outdoor sports, and the oversight of Hyde Park.

A newspaper account of circa 1885 provides a rather detailed description of Frederick:

Frederick W. Vanderbilt is now about twenty-seven years old, is of medium height, some
spare figure, with slightly reddish hair and small moustache, and rather sallow complexion.
In no sense of the word is he a society man; he finds his pleasure in out-door sports.
Passionately devoted to yachting, he spends most of his time in the summer on board his fine
sloop, the Vedette, which he purchased about eighteen months ago. He is in many ways the
most popular of the sons, and all the employees around the Grand Central Depot know and
like "Mr. Frederick.” He is very popular also among the men he knows well, and is
considered a thoroughly good fellow, entirely devoid of any snobbishness or pretense. As a

188 Frank Lewis Ford, "The Vanderbilts and the Vanderbilt Millions," Munsey's Magazine, 22:4 (January
1900): 469.

189 For a discussion of the trial in which the Vanderbilt heirs contested the Commodore's will see: Arthur
T. Vanderbilt I, Fortune's Children: The Fall of the House of Vanderbilt (New York: William Morrow and
Co., Inc., 1989), 58-69.
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business man he has a high reputation, and indeed there are many who know the family who
do not hesitate to say that he has more financial ability than any of his brothers. He is fond
of taking a "flyer" in the street now and then, but never speculates rashly or wildly. His
operations are conducted chiefly through Post, Wales & Co; E.H. Wales, the junior partner, a
son of Salem H. Wales, being one of his closest friends."”® F.W. Vanderbilt has a cheery,
pleasant, manner which of itself would win him friends, and his wife is also much liked. She
was formerly Miss Anthony, married first Mr. Torrance, a cousin of Mr. Vanderbilt's and
becoming divorced married her present husband. This was about five years ago, and the
marriage, which was very sudden and performed without consultation with his parents,
angered W.H. Vanderbilt excessively. The young couple lived for sometime in an
apartment-house at Park Avenue and Fortieth street, and then, the senior Mr. Vanderbilt,
having relented, were installed in the handsome house formerly occupied by himself at Fifth
avenue and Fortieth street. Mrs. F.W. Vanderbilt meanwhile has become very much liked by
her husband's family, and the relations between herself and her formerly irate father-in-law
finally grew to be most cordial. She entertained considerably last winter, giving a series of
handsome receptions, but her husband's aversion to the gay world keeps her to some extent
out of society. Mr. Vanderbilt spends most of his day at the Grand Central Depot, where he
looks after the interests of the Nickel Plate road.""

Frederick's love of the Adirondack sporting life was recounted in a newspaper of 1887,
when he was thirty-one years old. Despite his efforts to remain out of the papers, he was here
the subject of a "fish tale" retold by his hunting pals:

The Kildaires are firmly opposed to hounding deer, and the most ardent anti-hounder in the
crowd is Frederick Vanderbilt. Three years ago he owned some deer hounds and ran down
a fine buck with them. The law says deer must not be hunted that way, and he had to step up
like a little man and pay a fine of fifty dollars. ... Frederick Vanderbilt, while strolling
through the woods alone and unarmed was chased up a tree by a ferocious doe, so one
recollector declares, and he would have frozen stiff on a branch and probably not have
dropped off until late in the spring if his cries had not attracted a large crowd of lumbermen
who came up and drove the animal away with clubs and loud shouts.'*?

In 1896, when Frederick was forty years old, a reporter described him as:

aman of most genial and kindly manner, with a sweet and mellow voice and a face that lights
up with a sunny smile. Of the blonde type and having a ruddy complexion, he quite fills the
conception of an English country squire, a character which he seems ambitious to cultivate
since the purchase of this new toy [Hyde Park].'”?

At the age of forty-eight, a St. Paul journalist described Frederick as, "the quietest of all
who bear the family name," and, "the only descendent of the Commodore, who drives trotting

%0 Edward H. Wales was born May 28, 1856. He graduated in 1877 from Columbia School of Mines and
then joined his father in patent work. He moved to Washington D.C. and became assistant examiner in
the U.S. Patent Office. In 1880, he returned to New York. He was a member of the firm of Post, Wales &
Co. from 1881 to 1895. He held a seat on the New York Stock Exchange from 1881 to 1897 and retired
from active business in 1895 with his move to Hyde Park. He was in the Naval Reserve Force in World
War I and was made chief of Naval censorship. He was an enthusiastic yachtsman, golfer, and ice boater
and was head of the Hyde Park Ice Yacht Club. He died in New York City on Halloween, 1922. National
Cyclopedia of American Biography, vol. 32. (New York: James T. White & Co., 1945), 451-452.

91 n1g Cornelius the Heir? A Belief that he will Get the Bulk of the Vanderbilt Fortune," uncited
newspaper article, Scrapbook: William H. Vanderbilt, vol. 1, Shelburne Farms Archives.

192 A Club of Vanderbilts, How the Kildaire Amuse Themselves in the Adirondacks," Davenport lowa
Gagzette, January 12, 1887, Scrapbook 1885 - 1887, 1V, Shelburne Farms Archives.

193 Snell, "Historical Handbook Manuscript," 4. Snell cites Poughkeepsie Sunday Courier, July 19, 1896, 2.
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horses. ...""”* Eleanor Worcester, who spent a weekend at Hyde Park in 1923 when Vanderbilt
was sixty-seven years old, described him as follows:

Mr. Vanderbilt loved the outdoors so. That I remember very well. Going around and having
him show me all the different trees and all the different things. We rode horseback...and I
do remember, well, what [a] beautiful place it was because it was fascinating. This was his
great, great love and great, great hobby. He wasn't nearly as outgoing and sociable as she
was. So that, this was when he was happy. When he was showing you that kind of thing. He
was lovely.195

She also recalled his demeanor at dinner at the small table in the Dining Room,

I can remember loving sitting at that little table because then you could talk to him. He was
quite quiet. So that when you got him in a crowd, if you went and sat next to him it was just
great talking to him. He wasn't just jumping all around talking to everybody . . . it was good
conversation.'”®

Peggy Newman, a wife of an estate employee who lived on the property for eighteen
years until Frederick's death, reported never meeting Mr. Vanderbilt. She said of him, "I heard
people say he would go behind a tree when they were out walking. ... I don't know if it is true
or not.""" Another account finds Frederick chatting with a small girl who had been picking
crocuses:

Janice Guernsey . . .was a little girl then. She had picked some of the croci (crocuses!) that
grow under the pines. Mr. Vanderbilt came along and talked with her. All the time, afraid,
she held the flowers behind her so he wouldn't see them!"”®

Though Frederick's professional career falls outside the scope of this study, it warrants
further investigation. A biographer described his early aptitude for business as follows:

Frederick Vanderbilt went through every department in the railroad service, mastering the
general details of the whole business; and the heads of departments, in which he worked in a
comparatively humble capacity, speak of his studious application and willingness to submit
to the rules and regulations of the office in the very highest terms."”’

Throughout his long life, Frederick remained active in business; and at the settlement of his
estate, his fortune totaled more than $76 million invested in steel, tobacco, mining, banking, oil,
and government securities in addition to railroads and real estate.** Unique among his siblings,
he increased his $10 million inheritance to a sizable fortune. His personal income taxes for 1924

9% Scrapbook, 1894 - 1907, XX, "Famous Family of Eight in the Third Generation of the Vanderbilts,
History of the Seven Living Children of William Vanderbilt, Their Taste and Their Millions," St. Paul
Minnesota Dispatch, February 7, 1905. Shelburne Farms Archives.

195 Eleanor B. Worcester. Transcript of taped interview, March 6, 1981, 4, Oral History Collection, ROVA
Archives.

196 Worcester, 10.

197 Peggy Newman, 5.

198, Dickinson, Letter, undated, VAMA Interpreters' Files, ROVA Interpretive Division.

% National Cyclopedia of American Biography,vol. 6 (New York: James T. White & Co., 1929), 213.

290 Brederick invested in the Cerro de Pasco copper mines circa 1900 along with J. B. Haggin, D.O. Mills,
Henry Clay Frick, J.P. Morgan, H. McK. Twombly, and the estate of George Hearst. From Snell,
"Preliminary Report," 5. Snell cites Andrews, 329-330. Snell's "Preliminary Report" detailed the
distribution of Vanderbilt's estate in taxes, obligations, and bequests, 2-5.
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placed him seventh in the nation behind the assessments of John D. Rockefeller IT, Henry Ford,
Andrew W. Mellon, Payne Whitney, E.S. Harkness, and R.B. Mellon.*"!

In the last year of his life, Frederick retained directorship of twenty-two railroads
stemming from the Vanderbilt system as well as the Western Union Telegraph Company,
Hudson River Bridge Company, Detroit Tunnel Company, and the New York State Realty and
Terminal Company, all closely tied with his transportation interests.*”> He sat on the board of
the New York Central for sixty-one years and on the board of the Chicago & North Western
Railroad for fifty-six years.””® His club memberships included the Metropolitan, University,
Knickerbocker, Tuxedo, Racquet and Tennis, City Midday, Yale, and South Side Clubs as well
as the Larchmont, New York, and Seawanhaka-Corinthian Yacht Clubs. He had been a
member in the New York Yacht Club since July 19, 1883.%*

Vanderbilt was not unique among his set in building a successful career. In his
introduction to Maverick in Mauve, the diary of Frederick's niece, Florence Adele Sloane, Louis
Auchincloss highlights a key difference between the new American "aristocracy” to which
Frederick belonged and their European counterparts:

unlike successful burghers across the Atlantic who sought to identify themselves with an
aristocratic, d—soeuvr—society, their New York counterparts continued to work. Adele's
Vanderbilt uncles went to their desks at New York Central; her father and Sloane uncles
went to the store; Elliott Shepard plunged, disastrously as it turned out, in street cars;
Hamilton Twombly made a fortune in mines. It was probably the continued orientation
supplied by Wall Street that gave this society its peculiarly straitlaced quality.205

Auchincloss concludes that the demands of an active work life kept men like Frederick, his
brothers, and brothers-in-law grounded in a solid work ethic with less time and energy for
aristocratic pursuits. Frederick, as the least social Vanderbilt son, was not surprisingly his
generation's most successful businessman.

Commenting on the moral character of the Vanderbilt children, Margaret Chanler
Aldrich of Rokeby in Barrytown, Dutchess County, observed that Frederick's mother Maria
Louisa Kissam raised her children "where religion and character came first," noting that the
Kissams were clergy in the Dutch Reformed church and "the scruples of conscience were
instilled in the descendants."*”® Frederick's own demonstration of social conscience is most
clearly evident in the record of his philanthropy.

201 Snell, "Preliminary Report," 2. Snell cites Andrews, 327; Poughkeepsie Sunday Courier, September 6,
1925, 17.

202 Snell, "Historical Handbook Manuscript," 8. Snell cites New York Times, June 30, 1938, 23; New York
Times, October 4, 1939, 21; Wayne Andrews, The Vanderbilt Legend: The Story of the Vanderbilt Family,
1795-1940 (New York, 1941), 328-329.

203 Snell, "Preliminary Report," 2. Snell cites Andrews, 328.

2% Albert Nelson Marquis, ed., Who's Who in America (Chicago: The A.N. Marquis Co., 1927), 1928;
New York Yacht Club, 1914 (New York: Knickerbocker Press, 1914),117. Herman W. Knox, ed., Who's
Who in New York, (New York: Who's Who Publications, Inc., 1917-1918), 1091. John W. Leonard, ed.,
Who's Who in New York City and State (New York: L.R. Hamersly & Co., 1907), 1308.

205 Sloane, 13.

206 Aldrich, 75.
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Frederick's known contributions to educational institutions include a total of $5 million
to his alma mater, the Sheffield Scientific School at Yale University, and $3.5 million to
Vanderbilt University. Together with his brothers and a nephew, Frederick donated in excess
of $1.5 to the Vanderbilt Clinic at Columbia University in their father's name. His other
contributions include $100,000 to the Red Cross War Fund during World War I, $100,000 to the
Y.M.C.A,, and $50,000 for New York City unemployment relief during the Depression. His will
provided over $1 million to the Salvation Army for the Eastern District, New York City, and
$500,000 to the Association for Improving the Condition of the Poor.”"’

Frederick's personal generosity is evident in the two homes built on the Hyde Park estate
for his friend Edward Wales and for Louise's niece Mrs. Thomas Howard. Upon her marriage,
Frederick also gave a New York house to Louise's niece, the former Miss Daisy Post. And
throughout his life, Frederick offered financial support to his sister Lila Webb, whose husband's
poor health resulted in drug addiction, limiting his ability to supplement or increase his wife's
inheritance.**®

Frederick's will indicates no obligation to maintain the Vanderbilt fortune under a
Vanderbilt name. Dying without children of his own, he dispersed the largest portion of his
estate to his wife's niece, Margaret "Daisy" Van Alen, bequeathing all of his personal property
and real estate to her.?”” The $20.5 million residue of his estate, after taxes and obligations, was
divided into a 100-share trust fund. $13.1 million in shares was given to family, $8.6 million to
charities, and $350,000 plus the Wales property was given to Hyde Park employees with more
than ten years of service.”’” The disbursement of Frederick's estate in relatively small portions
effectively ended the inheritance from Commodore Vanderbilt, which William H. Vanderbilt
had begun to divide with his own will. Cornelius Vanderbilt, Jr. recounted his family's anger at
the disposition of Frederick's estate;

Uncle Frederick had been a widower for many years before he died, and since he and Aunt
Louise had no children, there was much speculation about his fortune and to whom he
would leave it. . .. After the reading of the will they [Cornelius IIT and Grace Wilson] came
back to 640, Mother walking very stiffly, her shoulders erect and head high, Father wearing a
look of compressed outrage. ... Uncle Frederick. .. did not leave a single penny to any of
the Vanderbilts. It was quite the scandal of the year.211

207 Snell, "Historical Handbook Manuscript," 8-9. Snell cites Andrews, Vanderbilt Legend, 325-326; New
York Times, May 25, 1918, 4; December 7, 1922, 19; January 25, 1925, 11, 1; December 7, 1927, 22;
November, 13, 1931, 17; October 4, 1939, 21; Snell, "A Preliminary Report on the Frederick W.
Vanderbilts of Hyde Park, New York," 1-5, 5-7, 19, 70, 71, 72; Abstract of the Will of Frederick W.
Vanderbilt, 250.

208 Brom a conversation with Erica Donnis, Curator, Shelburne Farms Archives.

2% Spell, "Preliminary Report," 3-3a. Snell cites Will of F.W. Vanderbilt, 250; Poughkeepsie Sunday
Courier, July 17,1938, 3; New York Times, October 4, 1939, 21; Andrews, 329.

210 gpell, "Preliminary Report," 3-3a. Snell cites Will of F.W. Vanderbilt, 250; Poughkeepsie Sunday
Courier, July 17,1938, 3; New York Times, October 4, 1939, 21; Andrews, 329.

21 Cornelius Vanderbilt, Jr., 293.
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LOUISE HOLMES ANTHONY TORRANCE VANDERBILT (1844 - 1926)

Louise Vanderbilt was born in 1844, the daughter of wealthy financier Charles L.
Anthony of Newport and New York.”"> Louise's first marriage to Albert Torrance, Frederick's
first cousin, ended in an uncontested divorce for which she filed in September 1877. Frederick
and Louise's secret marriage on December 17, 1878 caused some consternation on the part of
William H. Vanderbilt and his family. They married when Frederick was twenty-two years old,
the same year in which he graduated from Yale. Louise was twelve years older than her
husband. That, coupled with her divorce, made her a questionable match for the third
Vanderbilt son. William H. is reported to have said at the time that it was easier to manage three
railroads than one infatuated son.*"?

As with any bit of Vanderbilt gossip, the Vanderbilt marriage was widely reported in the
press, this account appearing in 1885 in the form of a biography:

The third son is Frederick. He got into trouble and lost caste by marrying. William H.
Vanderbilt and his wife have taken a sensible democratic view of the question matrimonial,
saying to their children: "Now be respectable, and within that rule marry anybody you
choose." Frederick obeyed the last part of the rule. He is an impressionable, sensitive,
sympathetic sort of a fellow, and was fascinated by the wife of his cousin Torrance. He and
Mrs. Torrance met; were enamoured; poured their griefs into each others ears and he
married her, a divorce was obtained, of course; but the family was shocked, for Frederick's
mother was the daughter of a puritan parson. The subject of discarding and disinheriting
Frederick was seriously considered by his father, who, with his wife Mary [sic], lay awake
nights and discussed it. The conduct of Frederick was shocking and outrageous; that they
agreed. If he had been rich they would have turned him out neck and heels into the cold
world - him and his eccentric wife. But he was worth only $2,000,000 and they wept when
they thought of the dear boy, on the verge of poverty, as it were, wandering about looking for
something to do. So they relented, forgave the couple, gave them a few million dollars and
set them up in housekeeping.214

Louise Vanderbilt remains an enigma and the miscellaneous existing descriptions of her
tell us very little. She was thought of as kind and generous. Her married life seems to have been
quite happy, despite the lack of children. Some even describe her in ways which seem silly or
vain. Yet, the pieces are fragmentary enough to evade interpretation. What follows is a
selection of descriptions of Louise by her contemporaries. A reporter for the Poughkeepsie
Sunday Courier met the Vanderbilts on a visit to the estate in 1896, when Louise was fifty-two
years old, and found her to be, "a very handsome woman, and so queenly in her carriage as to
make her seem taller than her inches. She is lovely and gracious in spirit, and the promotor [sic]
of many charities."*"> Cornelius Vanderbilt, Jr. recounts a well-known story about his Aunt
Louise:

212 Charles Anthony was born in Providence, R.I., and moved to New York where he ran a dry goods

business called Anthony, Whittemore & Clark until 1862. His later dry goods partner was George W. Hall
in the firm of Anthony & Hall at 66 Leonard Street. He retained the business until his death in 1874. New
York Times, May 28, 1874.

213 Snell, "Historical Handbook Manuscript," 5. Snell cites New York Daily Tribune, February 15, 1879, 5;
New York Daily Tribune, February 18, 1879, 5.

214 "Gossip About the Vanderbilts, Some Stories of the Sons that are True Enough to be Interesting,"
Commercial Gazette, Cincinnati, OH, December 13, 1885, Scrapbook, "William H. Vanderbilt New York
City and Brooklyn Papers," Vol. 2, Shelburne Farms Archives.

215 Snell, "Historical Handbook Manuscript,”" 4. Snell cites Poughkeepsie Sunday Courier, July 19, 1896, 2.
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According to Cleveland Amory, Eleanor Roosevelt considered our Aunt Louise to be a
perfect example of the Old Order. Every day, regardless of the weather, promptly at 3
o'clock Aunt Louise went for a solitary drive with her coachman, and later with her
chauffeur. One day the President's wife asked her politely what she thought about on these
drives. "Why," replied Aunt Louise, "I do my mental exercises. First I do the kings and
queens of England, forward and backward, with their dates. Then I do the presidents of this
country, forward and backward, with their dates, and sometimes, if I take a long drive, I get
to the kings and queens of France."*'®

Louise maintained a life-long interest in fashion, particularly French fashion. One of Mr.
Shears' secretaries recounted this story:

She told me the year hobble skirts were coming in fashion Mrs. Vanderbilt walked around
with her ankles tied with rope, so she could be graceful about it when she returned to Society
in New York.2!’

Eleanor Worcester, who knew Louise in New York and visited Hyde Park in 1923 when Louise
was seventy-nine years old, said of her:

She. .. loved everything French. While she wasn't French, she spoke beautiful French. She
had a marvelous French personal maid, whom I remember because she was such fun. The
food...always had to be French. ... After I had my first baby, I remember having lunch with
her in New York. She said, "Now you must teach this child - it was about two months old -
to speak French. ... Instinctively she liked her clothes. French everything. She was great
fun.”'® She'd always want to show you something. Something that she'd gotten from France
or something. Soyou'd go in [to her bedroom] and she'd show you what it was, a dress or
something.2 ’

Elting Oakley, the son of second chauffeur Frederick Oakley, recalled that toward the end of her
life Louise had grown senile. She had once known the names of his many siblings, but in later
conversations with his father, she would remember only the eldest son and tell Frederick it was
a shame he hadn't had more children. She also occasionally asked Frederick where he was
going, presumably on an errand for the estate, and she would "get in and go with him." She had
apparently:

told Frederick when his son was ready to go to college have his son see her. He did so and
Mrs. V. all attired in her bed had Ray come up to her bedroom and she proceeded to show
him all her clothes not mentioning anything about college.220

In later middle age, Louise became a devotee of The Church of Christ, Scientist. The
church was founded by Mary Baker Eddy whose chief tenets were the belief in healing through
spiritual means and that divine goodness underlies the scientific reality of existence.”*! Given
that Louise's last illness was treated surgically, she may have relaxed her adherence to the tenets
of Christian Scientism in her later years. In a diary entry for 1893, Florence Adele Sloane, one of
Louise's Vanderbilt nieces, equates Christian Scientism with hypnotism and mesmerism.**?

216 Cornelius Vanderbilt Jr.,292-293; Amory, The Last Resorts, 41.
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Archives.

221 Eor more on Christian Science, see Norman Gevits, ed., Other Healers (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins
University Press, 1988).

222 Sloane, 102.
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And, Edith Wharton in The House of Mirth draws a humorous characterization of a society
matron whose "latest hobby was municipal reform. It had been preceded by an equal zeal for
socialism, which had in turn replaced an energetic advocacy of Christian Science."* Both
references suggest that Christian Science, though current among society's members, was not
considered entirely valid.

Much of what is known about Louise comes to us from oral interviews recorded by the
NPS, and the most prevalent theme of the interviews is Louise's generosity to the Village of
Hyde Park. Little is known about her philanthropic efforts on a larger scale, but an uncited
newspaper article in the Vanderbilt collections describes Louise's establishment of the Anthony
Home, a residential hotel for working girls in New York, at a cost of $200,000. For $6 a week,
girls received room and board in tidy rooms in the seven-story building on Twenty-Ninth Street
near Lexington Avenue.”** This charitable endeavor is in character with the efforts of other
Vanderbilt women on behalf of social causes. Louise's sisters-in-law Emily Thorn Vanderbilt
Sloane supervised in detail the establishment of the Sloane Hospital for Women to which
Frederick contributed and Alva Vanderbilt Belmont was a formidable promoter of woman
suffrage.””’

Louise joined with Hyde Park's other estate owners in providing educational
opportunities, job skills, and entertainment to the young men and women of the village. Mr.
Newbold of the Morgan estate provided instruction in the manual arts for boys and in domestic
science for girls. Mrs. Sara Roosevelt sponsored sewing classes for girls and donated a library to
the village. Eleanor Roosevelt founded Val-Kill Industries which offered training and
employment in furniture making, traditional pewter manufacture, weaving, and operated a
tearoom. Louise sponsored sewing classes for the girls and women of Hyde Park. She
purchased the material for dressmaking in New York and hired Blanche Valyou to teach the
class, which met weekly in Valyou's home in the village.*** Though it has been asserted that
Louise provided an education to the children of estate employees, there is no evidence of her
having done so, and Herbert Shears' daughter denied the assertion in an oral interview.**’

Louise also established a reading room, attached to St. James Chap