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      Our interest in the Vanderbilts dates back to 1989 when two events of significance occurred; Emily was born and I became a trustee of the Suffolk County Vanderbilt Museum. By the time I was president of the Board of Trustees and Emily was eight, we began a program of living history at the museum. Emily was a precocious, eager volunteer who quickly filled the role of “Margaret,” the seaplane pilot’s niece. Thus began a father-daughter journey that has been one of the greatest joys of parenthood that anyone can put into words.


      Imagine loading up our family Ford Model A, emblazoned with the moniker “John the Gardener, established 1931.” As John, my fictitious character, and Margaret, we piled in for another Sunday of telling tales about Willie K. and other Vanderbilts.


      Apparently our journey is not over: John has aged and so has Emily, who is now twenty-one. For the last seven years, Emily played the role of Willie K’s obnoxious teenage step-daughter Rosemary, contending with a cantankerous and aging John. Soon we branched into stories about other Vanderbilts, never satisfied to repeat anything that others might have gleaned from the standard tomes. When we finally found ourselves on the threshold of some of the lesser known characters, our fun really began.


      Alfred Vanderbilt was one of those little known members of the illustrious family, but given that he went down on the Lusitania, complete with inklings of an historic act of heroism, we had to question why he was so poorly known. One would think the Vanderbilt family would openly celebrate “The Hero of the Lusitania.” We became obsessed with investigating why Alfred was lost to the pages of history.


      We have to thank all those who chose to write about the Vanderbilts and skipped over Alfred. Check out your favorite Vanderbilt text and you are likely to see his tale omitted.


      No father and daughter team could ask for more. Imagine waiting at the Hall of Old Records, New York City, for the anointed moment when one hundred years of dust could be blown off a yellowing file and Alfred’s sordid divorce testimony was revealed to our gaping eyes. We were entranced as the file was veritably ripped open and the photos and text revealed their entombed secrets.


      Michael Dooling and Carole Lindsay provided incredibly invaluable research assistance. Carol Hart, director of the Vanderbilt Museum, was an early reader and a constantly encouraging force. We have found her to be the greatest intellectual stimulus that anyone has provided us.


      Elaine Trimarchi and Gretchen Oldrin Monas served as early readers. Jennifer Gittelman provided much needed support and encouragement. We are thankful to Sara Lehn who as an early reader, gifted us with her grammatical wisdom. Charlotte Evans served as a most capable editor.


      Many of our images came from the Library of Congress, an unbeatable resource.


      Norman Brown, a true coaching aficionado, made his wisdom and image collection available to us.


      There were many at my place of employment who provided endless patience, particularly Danielle Leacock who has served as an incredibly able assistant.


      Elaine Trimarchi, my partner provided support and patience for my telling and re-telling of chapter after chapter.

    

  


  
    
      Chapter One


      Eighteen Minutes

    


    
      The story of the sinking of the Lusitania, a tale of staggering loss, when the British Cunard liner was struck by a single torpedo that shattered the ship and the lives of many, has been told many a time. On May 7, 1915, the 43,000 ton and 785 foot long liner was sunk, killing 1,198 people on board.1


      Usually a dashing figure that stood out in a crowd, Alfred Gwynne Vanderbilt in a single-breasted charcoal-gray suit and a lively polka-dot foulard bowtie, was tall, athletic, and always handsomely dressed, normally with an assured posture that was reminiscent of disdain. But now he was lost in a sea of other bodies floating in the cold water.


      As he waited for the Lusitania’s departure, Alfred stood with Charles Frohman, the producer of a number of successful Broadway productions including Peter Pan, and Captain William Thomas Turner, Cunard’s choice to command the ship. Undoubtedly Alfred was the most dapper of the trio, sporting a stylish tweed cap and pink carnation in his lapel. By contrast, Frohman was a squat, frog-like man clad in dark clothing and aided by a cane. Turner, stocky in frame, appeared thoroughly competent as a British captain attired in the appropriate naval uniform with a gold-braided cap and four thick gold stripes on his sleeves. The press lavished attention upon the three men prior to the ship’s departure from New York harbor.


      On the day of sailing Alfred had received a cryptic telegram that said, “The Lusitania is Doomed. Do Not Sail On Her.” It was anonymously signed, “Morte.”2


      When asked by the press what he thought, he quipped that it was only “somebody trying to have a little fun at my expense.” Pressing on, the reporters were particularly interested in Alfred’s opinion of the German U-boat threat. “Why should we be afraid of German submarines?” Alfred scoffed. “We can outdistance any submarine afloat.”3


      He wrapped his arms around his second wife, Margaret, and then pointed to a copy of a New York newspaper emblazoned with a recently issued submarine warning from the German Embassy. “Notice,” read the quarter-page ad signed by the Imperial German Embassy, Washington, D.C.


      Travelers intending to embark on the Atlantic voyage are reminded that a state of war exists between Germany and her allies and Great Britain and her allies; that the zone of war includes the waters adjacent to the British Isles; that, in accordance with formal notice given by the Imperial German Government, vessels flying the flag of Great Britain, or of any of her allies, are liable to destruction in those waters and that travelers sailing in the war zone on ships of Great Britain or her allies do so at their own risk.4


      “Well, how ridiculous this thing is,” Alfred insisted. He was later quoted saying boldly in the May 16th issue of The New York Times, “The Germans would not dare to make any attempt to sink this ship.”


      Placing his hand on Vanderbilt’s shoulder, Captain Turner salted the eventual wound. “Do you think,” he asked confidently, “all these people would be booking passage on board the Lusitania if they thought she could be caught by a German submarine? Why, it’s the best joke I’ve heard in many days, this talk of torpedoing!” Turner and Vanderbilt turned to each other and guffawed, a joke that turned into irony as the voyage went on.5


      Later, as he conversed in his comfortable Lusitania cabin with a fellow New Yorker, the unflappable Vanderbilt reaffirmed his dim views of German behavior. “They have disgraced themselves,” he spat, “and never in our time will they be looked upon by any human being valuing his honor, save with feelings of contempt. How can Germany, after what she has done, ever think of being classed as a country of sportsmen and of honor on a par with America, England, and France?”6


      Tales of valor and bravery are lexicon to the Lusitania legend, and have been well documented by her 761 survivors. Perhaps it was the gentility of her passengers, where a true gentleman or gentlewoman is trained never to panic. Most tragically, it was the likely mistaken belief that there was no need for panic, since a ship of such size and girth would naturally take some time to slip into the endless deep ocean waters. Instead, the Lusitania surprised all. She took a mere eighteen minutes to sink. No matter how the history books depicted the event, or how subsequent politicians spun it, there was nothing graceful about the end of the Lusitania or the way her passengers desperately fought for survival.


      The Lusitania was moving so fast before she was struck that the bubble trail of the torpedo appeared to approach at an angle and she continued moving so fast after impact that lifeboats were torn from their davits. The listing was so abrupt that starboard lifeboats quickly leaned against her plate sides and had their frail bottoms torn out by protruding rivets. Port lifeboats hung precariously away from the ship, creating a gap insurmountable for all but the most athletic. She moved so fast that when her bow submerged, it ploughed into the sea bottom before the stern had a chance to right itself. With no place to go but up, the stern rose and then fell in groaning agony, echoing the gasps of those who erroneously thought they had so much time to spare.


      Charles Frohman awaited the rising waters with his consort, the actress Miss Marguerite “Rita” Lucile Jolivet. Rita was terrified of drowning, despite the life jacket she had secured around her body. In an attempt to make the going quicker, she pocketed a revolver to use at precisely the right time. Knowing the end was near, Frohman suggesting that she lean on the rail to conserve her energy. Quoting his favorite play Peter Pan by James Barrie, he asked calmly, “Why fear death?” “It is the most beautiful adventure that life gives us.”7


      As soon as he had recited these words to Miss Rita, a vicious wall of green water swept her away, sucking the boots off her feet even as it stole the breath from her lungs, robbing her of her chance to use the revolver.


      On the night before the torpedo struck, Alfred attended a benefit concert for the Seaman’s Charities with Charles Frohman and his entourage. On the way in, a Canadian woman named Phoebe Amory was selling programs for ten cents. Alfred insisted on paying five dollars for the program, saying to Charlotte, “There, that’s for your lovely smile.”


      Oliver Bernard, a class-sensitive gentleman who disliked Vanderbilt with a passion, witnessed the exchange between Alfred and Phoebe. Bernard had been dislodged from a Lusitania dining table in favor of a wealthier patron, and he had observed the separation of the wealthy into “dismal twos and threes . . . not on speaking terms with anybody.” Bernard surmised, darkly, “a submarine would have at least socialized the audience.”8


      Frustrated, Bernard took a brief walk on deck to clear his head and stopped to gaze out at the sea. The clarity he sought was soon interrupted when an American woman standing next to him observed something in the water.


      Bernard was struck by recognition too sickening to allow for a response. Horrified, he watched helplessly as “a frothy track was snaking up to them like an express; an experiment, a signal, his mind tried to register, to persuade him anything but that it was a torpedo!”9


      Through his nausea he experienced a reverberating shock through the hull, a towering white column of water and a shower of debris. It was everything he might have expected of a direct hit, and nothing like what he might have imagined. Through a surging sea of humanity, Bernard made his way to the Promenade Deck, where an attempt was being made to lower boats. At the entrance to the first-class saloon he had a near collision with Alfred Vanderbilt, who remarked casually with an unforgettable grin, “Well, they got us this time, all right.”10


      It was Alfred’s trademark smile, appropriate for every event. The rest of the passengers were frenzied and screaming but Bernard thought Alfred looked almost excited, as if “he was waiting for the next race at Ascot.”11


      A steward noticed one particular woman that Vanderbilt was attempting to save. Alice Middleton, like many others, kept falling down on the deck as the ship shook and the bow plunged forward. Noticing that she did not have a lifebelt and not finding one available, Alfred Gwynne gave her his own, before crashing waves separated them.


      The die was cast; the choice was made. The millionaire could not swim, and the unforgiving sea showed no mercy. Undeterred by his handicap, Alfred continued his heroic efforts until the end. The ship’s barber witnessed him placing children in their life jackets. He instructed valet Ronald Denyer to “Find all the kiddies you can, boy.”


      Vanderbilt loaded armfuls of children onto the lowering boats. Survivors witnessed him as being as calm as a man waiting for a train. His last effort, ever so pitifully desperate and so painfully heroic, was to lash babies in their wrappings to life jackets so that they might float away from the ship unharmed. So much of his effort was futile as many of the babies perished within a few minutes of casting out to sea yet he did not pause for a moment.


      Owen Kenan was one of the last to see Alfred Gwynne. Kenan jumped with Vanderbilt’s valet, Denyer, at the very end as the Atlantic Ocean threatened to swallow up the Lusitania. Turner had already given the order to abandon ship and all crew hands had jumped, saving their own skins. Vanderbilt, by all accounts, did not follow and Denyer did not survive. The sea came in a giant wave and he was washed away. Alfred Vanderbilt’s body was never found.


      The dichotomy proved striking and Alfred’s actions striking. What had driven this man to blithely sacrifice his own life to save those of women and children even in the very last moments when all hope was seemingly lost? Alfred G. Vanderbilt, a man known for his appetite for life and notorious adulterous affairs, had redeemed his thirty-eight years of existence in the last eighteen minutes of his life.


      Notes


      1. Butler, Daniel Allen. 2000. The Lusitania The Life, Loss, and Legacy of an Ocean Legend. Stackpole Books. Mechanicsburg, PA. Pg. 263.


      2. Preston, Diana. 2002. Lusitania: An Epic Tragedy. Penguin Group Inc. Pg.100.


      3. Hoehling, A.A. and Mary Hoehling. 1956. Popular Library Edition. New York, N.Y. Pg. 25.


      4. Ramsay, David. 2001. Lusitania Saga and Myth. W.W. Norton Co., N.Y., N.Y. Pg. 53.


      5. New York Times. May 16, 1915. Pg. 1


      6. New York Times. May 16, 1915. Pg. 5


      7. Preston, Diana. 2002. Lusitania: An Epic Tragedy. Penguin Group Inc. Pg. 253.


      8. Oliver, Bernard P. 1936. Cock Sparrow: A True Chronicle. Jonathan Cape Ltd. London. Pg. 154.


      9. Ibid.


      10. Preston, Diana. 2002. Lusitania: An Epic Tragedy. Penguin Group Inc. Pg. 209.


      11. Oliver, Bernard P. 1936. Cock Sparrow: A True Chronicle. Jonathan Cape Ltd. London. Pg. 156.

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Two


      The Unlikely Heir

    


    
      It was an interesting turn of events to say the least. Alfred Gwynne Vanderbilt, just twenty-two years of age, sat quietly in his father’s home in one of the library’s stiff Queen Anne chairs. He was remarkably composed considering the news he had received a few hours prior. His uncle William Kissam Vanderbilt I, brother to his father Cornelius II, had summoned him from Japan to attend the reading of his father’s will, rushing him back via steamboat,1 special train, and tugboat.2 The return trip had been a global spectacle of no small repute. But it had given him ample time for reflection.


      Tall, handsome, and athletic with a striking countenance and light blue eyes, Alfred did not need family money to command the attention of his playmates where he enjoyed the spoils of society’s limelight. He was known for his social prowess more than for any workman’s talent, given his fun-loving, light-hearted,3 and capricious manner. The young Vanderbilt was the quintessential playboy, ready for adventure at a moment’s notice.


      Despite his father’s ill health, Alfred had embarked on a global jaunt with fellow graduates from Yale. Given the family physician had speculated the likelihood of his father’s demise while Alfred was gone, some might have questioned the wisdom of leaving on such a long journey. However, there was a tendency for Vanderbilt men to marry young, and his mother supported the venture, hoping to buy time and avoid that critical error.


      In fact, some had said that Cornelius had resolved his fate and awaited his end with spiritual serenity.4 There was no sense in keeping Alfred home, when staying could not change his father’s condition. To some extent, his father’s death had been expected. The surprise lay in the will that Cornelius II had left behind; for it was here that the fortunes and lives of all the other members of the Vanderbilt clan would be determined.


      The long shadows of the afternoon sun cast dark silhouettes on the smooth cold marble floors of the library. Alice, Alfred’s mother, paced up and down in mournful black, her head bowed, her hands clasped with resilient determination, and her face visibly pinched with pain.5 Her Cornelius was dead and the future of all she had known in her long married life would be revealed in the will he had decreed. Despite her pain, there was much at stake, and the fates of so many lives lay in the balance. At the turn of the century, the legacy of Cornelius Vanderbilt’s empire—who received what, where, and how—would finally be brought to light.


      Alice’s petite frame belied her strength of will. She was the quiet force that kept the 137-room mansion immaculate and magnificent. She had urged her husband to build this four-story chateau of marble, brick, and stone with its opulent halls, Baccarat chandeliers, and red draperies. Every piece of furniture, each painting and architectural flourish, had to undergo her scrutiny and it was her impetus that had completed construction of the Breakers mansion in Newport, Rhode Island, in just two years at a time when all construction was done by hand.6 She was no ordinary force to be reckoned with.


      Also seated in the library were the other members of the direct family: Alfred’s older brother Cornelius III (“Neily”), his younger brother Reginald, and his two sisters, Gertrude and Gladys. Behind them, tall glass bookcases held thousands of fine and rare illustrated books,7 all personally selected by Cornelius II himself. Near the archway of the library, there was a bronze bust of William Henry Vanderbilt II, the first-born son who had died of typhoid in 1892. A large painting of the Cornelius II in the classical style hung opposite the bust, immortalizing the appearance of a man whose presence shook the world far beyond his lifetime.8


      Known for his commitment to work, Cornelius II was diligent, thrifty, hardworking, and apparently quite mild-mannered.9 His appearance was by most standards, quite ordinary, with rounded shoulders and wire-rimmed spectacles, graying dark brown hair, and a Roman nose. Cornelius resembled any one of the accountants in his own office, wielding a conservative approach to his vast fortune. His was not the method of bold conquest or domination but rather that of careful counting and slow growth.


      Cornelius loved his work and took pride in knowing the precise worth of every aspect of his railroad business. Alfred revered his father’s dedication to the Grand Central Railroad, the central of all Vanderbilt Railroads, as well as the legacy left by his great grandfather, the Commodore. While the public viewed Cornelius II as an upstanding citizen who contributed to charities and hospitals, Alfred knew how much his father’s dedication to his work cost him. Cornelius II was a workaholic; a man who did not take vacations or who stopped to take breaks. Alfred, like all the other members of his side of the family, had grown accustomed to his father’s long working hours and abhorred the shackles of the railroad business.


      How did this steward and bastion of society, this upstanding citizen pass away? Cornelius II was fifty-six years old when his physician pronounced him deceased. His death was a shock to many outside the family for he had always been a healthy and robust man, albeit with a slight tendency towards portliness. Yet he had never been one to indulge in heavy liquors, spirits, wines, or Bacchalian revelries; Cornelius’s life was in many ways a model of Puritan moderation apart from the periodic festivities that he maintained according to Vanderbilt tradition.


      It was common knowledge that on July 17, 1896, Cornelius had suffered a debilitating stroke that had left him temporarily incapacitated and unable to speak. It would take several months before he fully recovered from that event.


      His wife10 Alice waited upon him, acting as a nursemaid, silencing all noise outside their palatial residence, where even the neighboring streets of New York magically became quiet as a tomb. Later, the couple returned to their summer resort, the Breakers, where Cornelius could enjoy a more leisurely pace of living and convalescence. He slowly made progress, but age prevented his body from making the rapid recovery his mind so naturally attained.


      By April 1898, almost two years later, after a short sojourn to a health spa in Europe, to his wife’s delight, Cornelius began to show a remarkable improvement in his overall physique, assuming many of his former activities.


      It was the afternoon of September 11, 1899,11 a crisp fall day, when Cornelius left the Breakers with Alice at his side, and traveled aboard his own private railroad car to New York to attend a private meeting of railroad directors. Cornelius and Alice traveled in car No. 493 with its four large staterooms and associated pantry, kitchen, library, dining compartment, and saloon replete with musical instruments and offering rich English oak interiors with exquisite blue velvet furniture.12


      Acting like his normal self, Cornelius commanded the full attention of his board of directors upon his arrival in New York City. Alice was content, as her husband had at last returned to his former level of social engagement and business activity. Thus it came as a terrifying shock to her the following morning in their New York mansion on West 57th Street13 when at six o’clock she heard her husband scream out her name in desperation, “Alice! Alice!” Rushing forward, she reached him just in time to see Cornelius’s head drop backwards as she cradled him to her bosom. Within minutes of yelling, “I think I am dying!” to his wife, Cornelius fell unconscious in her arms, his face turned blue, while his brain bled from a cerebral hemorrhage.14


      Senator Chauncey Depew, the principal lawyer for two generations of Vanderbilts, was the first of the close-knit assemblage of friends to arrive at the residence to console a weeping Alice and thirteen-year-old Gladys. While the physician, Dr. Frances Delafield,15 who had been hurriedly summoned soon after Cornelius had collapsed, attended to the overwhelmed spouse, Depew mourned the loss of his most intimate friend.16 He was soon joined by all of Cornelius’s living brothers. Uncle Willie, Cornelius’s partner, best friend, and brother, was immediately put in charge of sending telegrams to the immediate family. Depew had the task of seeing to funeral arrangements.


      The first person Uncle Willie called was the eldest living son, Neily, who upon hearing of his father’s death, immediately departed to join the family; his grief was visible.17 Gertrude and Reginald, two of Alfred’s younger siblings, arrived from Newport later in the afternoon of the same day.18


      Alfred, however, was hard to locate because of his travels abroad. Uncle Willie sent telegrams to every residence and port of call where the young Vanderbilt had been sighted, including places in Hong Kong and Yokohama,19 Japan. Eventually, word came back that A.G. had been


      

      
        
          
        


        
          
        

      


      

      

      
        
          
        


        
          
        

      


      

      
        
          
        


        
          
        

      


      

      

      

      

      
        
          
        


        
          
        

      


      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      
    

  

cover.jpeg
ALFRED GWYNNE

VANDERBILT

The Unlikely Hero of the Lusitania

STEVEN H. GITTELMAN

AND EMILY GITTELMAN






OEBPS/Images/Infinity_symbol_fmt.png





