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			Behind the scenes at the White House, where peering eyes cannot see . . . there is a picture of heroic determination on the part of a worried woman to save her husband’s life and fight to the bitter end the political calumny that is being avalanched upon the man who gave several years to public service and now lies a victim to nervous exhaustion.

			Between the President and the outside world stands Mrs. Woodrow Wilson, as devoted and faithful a companion as ever nursed a sick man.

			David Lawrence, “President Wilson’s Wife Is Heroine of White House Drama,” 
New York Evening Post, December 5, 1919

			

			Or, more sinister still, must we look for the woman in the case? Has the female of the species already succeeded in putting a working Presidentess in the White House?

			“President Reasserts Authority,” Bristol (TN) Herald Courier, February 20, 1920 
(blind item from the Baltimore Sun)
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			Introduction

			She hated the title “First Lady,” preferring to be known by the name on her calling cards: Mrs. Woodrow Wilson. But for some months at the end of 1919 and beginning of 1920, Edith Bolling Galt Wilson held the most political power of any First Lady in history.[1] Even today, by the simple fact of her marriage, the First Lady is one of the most famous and publicly scrutinized women in America. That was dramatically more true a hundred years ago, when many fewer women had the opportunity to achieve national prominence in their own rights. Yet the role of First Lady comes with no job description, no constitutional duties or legal guidelines.[2] She is, therefore, a blank slate for the projections of a critical public. As scholar Molly Meijer Wertheimer puts it, “all First Ladies become symbols of American womanhood and as such they are expected to conform to the public’s image of the ‘ideal woman’ of their times.”[3]

			But the times, of course, they keep a’changin’. So not only can a First Lady rarely rely on the precedents of her predecessors, but sometimes the public’s expectations change in real time while she fills the role. Edith became First Lady when she married President Woodrow Wilson at the end of 1915, after the death of his first wife, Ellen. Unlike wives who rise up through the political ranks with their husbands, she didn’t have the luxury of an on-ramp to national attention. She had to develop a public persona overnight. She chose the role of devoted second wife, living only for the health and success of her brilliant husband. She also wanted to be known as a gracious social presence, in contrast to the earnestly awkward first Mrs. Wilson. Edith was praised for her choice as soon as the engagement was announced. “Mrs. Galt is regarded as a woman of rare beauty and charm,” the Washington Evening Star wrote approvingly. “Those who have known her best predicted today that she would be, as the first lady of the land, a popular hostess as well as a comfort and support to the President in his daily work.”[4] If she was hoping to reflect the 1915 feminine ideal, she chose her image perfectly.

			But the years Edith served as First Lady, 1915–1921, saw profound changes in women’s social roles. World War I required women to take on traditional male jobs and do them well. Suffrage activists pushed for recognition of women’s rights, not only securing the vote but also challenging the notion that public life was the exclusive domain of men. And while Edith was never a suffragist, she did take on more public roles than any First Lady before her. She was the first to stand behind the president when he took the oath of office. She was the first to accompany her husband on business calls with cabinet secretaries. She was the first to travel abroad while her husband was in office. She was welcomed and celebrated by royalty in England and Italy in a way no leader’s wife had been before. She was admired globally for her public visibility, which was all still very much in the service of her husband, never for her own agenda. When she accompanied her husband to Europe in 1918, one English reporter gushed, “No queen could have had a more queenly manner, no great lady could be more gracious, no woman more utterly winning than President Wilson’s wife.”[5] Edith kept that clipping in her scrapbook.

			So when her husband collapsed from a stroke in October 1919, no one should have been surprised when Edith inserted herself between his sickroom and the public. She would protect him from anything that might make his condition worse, which included most of the duties of the presidency. From the day of their marriage she had cast herself as his devoted helpmate, there to make his life easier both in private and in public, and she would continue that role until her husband recovered. For a little while, that was enough. A sympathetic public worried over their fallen leader and supported his wife as gatekeeper. But what no one knew, what they could not know because Edith controlled the truth so closely, was just how sick Woodrow was, how many decisions he could not make, and how long his illness lasted. For weeks, he was almost totally incapacitated. For months after that, he was weak, easily confused, with slurred speech, limited vision, and a useless left arm. He tired early and was sometimes unable to control his emotions.[6] He slept a lot. Meanwhile, it was Edith who met with cabinet secretaries, Edith who drafted public statements, Edith who made decisions about who could visit her husband, what issues to tackle, and which to ignore. As history has revealed just how thoroughly and how long Edith maintained control over the executive branch, Americans have professed themselves amazed that this unambitious woman, this wife who wanted nothing more than to serve her adored husband, had the confidence, brains, and cunning to pull off a conspiracy of this magnitude.

			But anyone who pays the slightest bit of attention to Edith before her 1915 marriage shouldn’t be surprised at all. Edith’s obituary in 1961 described her as “a most retiring woman to that date, she entered public life in that peculiar white-hot glare that surrounds the White House in a near-election year.”[7] This is typical of the accounts that completely fail to even attempt to understand Edith, painting her as a not-very-bright country mouse who magically became the nation’s most powerful woman overnight. Many adjectives can accurately describe Edith, but retiring is not one of them. She was fierce, clever, gracious, funny, loyal, and brave. Also petty, snobbish, jealous, and bigoted. She had a somewhat fickle regard for the truth. These are not character traits she developed in the “white-hot glare” of public attention. Her whole history reveals a woman of uncommon shrewdness, ingenuity, and a little ruthlessness. Were she a man, her story would be celebrated as an up-by-your-bootstraps American dream.

			An Appalachian girl from dilapidated southern gentry without much formal education, Edith managed to move to Washington on her own as a teenager and thrive in the flashy society of the nation’s capital in the Gilded Age. Beautiful and popular, she tripped lightly through romantic attachments before they became too serious. When she eventually married, she did so for stability and security, not love. She became the first licensed woman driver in DC and blithely ignored traffic rules as she tooled around town in her electric car. After her first husband died, she took over his jewelry business and made it profitable. She enjoyed years as an independent woman of means, beholden to no one, traveling the world and pleasing only herself. She prided herself on being the bedrock of her family, supporting her mother and sister and employing her three youngest brothers. When she caught the eye of the recently widowed president, she made it clear his desperate romantic pursuit would be much more successful if he augmented his mushy love notes with discussions of foreign policy. While the president was smitten from their first date, Edith dragged her feet on marriage, hesitant to give up her independence and fretful the public would think she coveted the office, not the man. Maintaining the monthslong facade that Woodrow was mentally perfect and fully capable of executing the duties of his office was, for Edith, entirely in keeping with her history.

			Of course, one of the reasons Edith’s public persona as Mrs. Woodrow Wilson seems to clash with her actual decisions while Woodrow was sick is that Edith herself wanted it that way. She worked very hard to cultivate her own image as a devoted wife, maybe a little naive, who was dedicated to protecting and serving her heroic husband. Her own memoir, helpfully titled My Memoir, hides so much more than it reveals, glossing over inconvenient truths, shading others, and occasionally lying to her readers outright. Edith began the memoir on a train in 1927. She was so annoyed with other published accounts of her husband’s presidency (and it does seem as though everyone involved in that administration wrote a memoir) that she began her own story to set her version of the record straight. She claimed she had no expectation of publication; after all, no First Lady had ever published a memoir before. At first, she was “writing the truth for my own satisfaction.”[8] But she continued to work on the book for ten years, publishing it in 1938. In the foreword she stated, “I have revealed the truth about personal matters which has been often distorted by the misinformed. And if I take the public into my confidence about these matters, it is because the high office which my husband held robs them of a private character and makes me feel that they belong to history.”[9] Like many women in power before and since, she was highly invested in reputation management, in pleasing and winning the approval of as many people as she could. She claimed she was doing so on behalf of her husband, but of course she was curating her own image at the same time. She had to walk a thin line to do so—downplaying her own influence and ambition while boasting just a bit about the prominence she brought to the complicated job of First Lady. And she did elevate that role, pioneering the realm of public diplomacy that so many First Ladies have taken on since then. That chapter of her life is well documented by other sources. But because no one was recording the life of Edith Wilson before 1915, her memoir is often the only source for her years before the White House. Knowing her tendency to embroider the truth, I have, where possible, tried to verify her version of events, or at least the dates and ages of the players. When primary sources are unavailable, I have tried to add context to the times and places of Edith’s life through other related histories. For the many years Edith lived after her husband’s death, her life was documented more widely. I am especially grateful to have been able to talk to a few people who knew her, like her great-nephew Cary Fuller and Woodrow’s great-grandson Thomas Sayre. And it is my unique privilege to have access to the unpublished chapters of Edith’s memoir, which take place after Woodrow’s death. I am enormously indebted to Farron Smith at the Edith Bolling Wilson Birthplace Museum for trusting me with this rare and delightful material.

			Hidden under these layers of tangential sources and carefully curated accounts is the real story of Edith Bolling Galt Wilson. So far, she’s existed in the historical record only as a blank screen for projection: Lady Macbeth to some observers, a cheap floozy to others, the ideal of true devoted womanhood to an archaic few. The handful of biographies that do exist either see her entirely through the lens of her famous husband or reduce her to a stock character. She has played whatever role observers assigned her: a shape-shifter for the ages, even now, fifty years after her death. She is not a hero; she is also not a villain. Very few people in American history are either, and I believe that our collective insistence on picking one category or the other for all of our most influential people has left us (at best) confused about how and through whom our history is made. It will no longer do to project convenient narratives onto the lives of others or hide in fear behind the screens of those projections. In addition to the social damage this hall-of-fame version of history has caused, it is inaccurate—not to mention boring. Saints are dull. It’s time for a fuller picture of this remarkable woman, in all her strengths and weaknesses. So here is Edith Wilson’s story in a spirit of empathy, curiosity, fascination, care—and accountability.

		

	
		
			Prologue

			By December of 1919, First Lady Edith Wilson had finally settled into a routine. October had been a white-knuckled horror show as President Woodrow Wilson’s health lurched from crisis to crisis. He would seem to be recovering strength, only to be thrown back by a fever or infection. When each day dawned, Edith wondered if it would be her husband’s last. November brought its own terrors. The president’s life no longer hung in the balance, but he was far from healthy. Meanwhile, debate raged over the Treaty of Versailles and the inclusion of Woodrow’s beloved League of Nations. Even close friends were telling her the president was killing his own project by insisting the Senate ratify the treaty with no changes or amendments.[1] Her husband continued to swear amendments were impossible, even immoral, and if she urged him to compromise she was betraying his principles.[2] By a healthy margin of 38–53, the Senate voted the treaty down on November 19, but its supporters vowed to fight another day.

			Now it was December. Chilly but sunny, Washington had yet to see a real snowfall. The president remained seriously ill. Virtually no one was allowed to see him. Edith met all inquiries with the same polite but firm brush-off: The president was mentally as sharp as ever; he was merely suffering from nervous exhaustion. He was not accepting meetings, but she would be happy to relay any important messages and return any necessary replies. This seemed to satisfy the bulk of would-be visitors. Most of them were content to conduct their business in writing, usually addressed directly to her.

			Conspiring with the president’s doctor, Cary Grayson, and secretary, Joe Tumulty, Edith had begun to think she just might be able to manage this state of affairs for as long as she must. But then the cracks in the scheme began to appear, starting with blowback from the secretary of state, Robert Lansing, never Woodrow’s biggest fan in the cabinet, who found the silence from the White House infuriating.

			Long before the stroke, Lansing had realized his position was impossible. Lansing disagreed with the president over the urgency of going to war, how the war was conducted, and the tactics and specifics of the peace process. He did not believe his counsel in these matters had been given the respect he was due.[3] In fact, he and his boss disagreed so often, the president had seriously considered firing him in September.[4] Before he could act on that impulse, Woodrow had collapsed in his train car.

			Lansing did not trust the Wilson White House to tell the truth about the president’s health. He suspected the situation was much more dire than the public was being led to believe. Stuck in a job he hated with a boss who wouldn’t or couldn’t act, Lansing was not alone in his frustration. Several Republican members of the Senate were also deeply suspicious. The most vocal and colorful member of this faction was Albert B. Fall of New Mexico. With his walrus mustache and ten-gallon hat, Fall was one of the first two senators elected from New Mexico when it joined the union in 1912. He was not chosen for his record of moral rectitude. A trial lawyer, he regularly represented murderers and gunmen in court and was so deep in the pocket of the oil industry that friends and enemies alike called him “Petroleum” Fall.[5] In 1922, as secretary of the interior in the Harding administration, Fall would go on to earn the distinction of being the first cabinet secretary ever sentenced to jail, convicted of taking bribes in the infamous Teapot Dome scandal.[6]

			Fall had lately taken to yelling to everyone who would listen that Woodrow was not capable of serving as president. He had even shouted on the Senate floor, “We have a petticoat government! Wilson is not acting! Mrs. Wilson is President!”[7] For the most part, people ignored him. But the one thing Fall hated more than the Wilson administration was the Carranza government in Mexico, which had thwarted petroleum interests for years. As a senator from a border state, Fall enjoyed blaming the Mexican government for everything from labor unrest to the high price of oil. Then, in December of 1919, a U.S. consular agent named William Jenkins was kidnapped in the city of Puebla. And Fall was handed the perfect opportunity to kill two birds with one stone.

			Secretary Lansing, no longer deferring to the president on matters of foreign policy, sent a strongly worded letter to Mexico demanding Jenkins’s release. It stopped just short of threatening war.[8] The Senate Foreign Relations Committee met to consider next steps. Lansing appeared before the committee and described his aggressive letter. The senators, knowing the peace-seeking president could not have approved such belligerent tactics, asked Lansing if he had consulted with his chief executive. With visible anger, Lansing replied that no, he had not consulted with the president at all since September. As far as Lansing knew, not a single member of the cabinet had met with the president about anything in months.

			That was all the justification Senator Fall needed.[9] He introduced a resolution appointing a delegation of the Senate committee to visit the president to hear his views on the Mexican situation. He graciously volunteered to go himself. The Democrats on the committee chose Gilbert Hitchcock of Nebraska, a very reluctant recruit to this enterprise. Hitchcock, like literally everyone else, knew this was not actually a visit about the Jenkins kidnapping. It was a recon mission.

			And so the stage was set for a showdown.

			

			•   •   •

			Fall cornered Wilson’s secretary, Joe Tumulty, in the Capitol and demanded an immediate meeting with the president, playing up the urgency of helping an American in foreign custody. Tumulty, who knew Fall’s vehemence had very little to do with Mexico, couldn’t possibly refuse and still maintain the fiction that Woodrow was running the government. He feared the standard White House brush-off would give Fall an excuse to start impeachment proceedings.

			He decided to go all in, agreeing to a meeting that very day, December 5, at two thirty in the afternoon.[10] Fall, counting on the usual stonewalling, was surprised by Tumulty’s helpfulness and grew suspicious. He even suggested the meeting could wait a couple of days. But this had now become a high-stakes game of chicken, and Tumulty would not be the first to flinch. He insisted a timely meeting was just what everyone wanted. Fall agreed and helpfully alerted the entire Washington press corps.

			Tumulty ran back to the White House and warned Edith and Cary Grayson that a Senate delegation was on the way. Everyone involved later described the day in theatrical terms; they knew they were putting on a show.

			Tumulty called in Robert Woolley, head of publicity for the Democratic Party, to help stage a “dress rehearsal.”[11] Together Tumulty, Woolley, Grayson, and Edith surveyed the props and cast they had available. Woodrow, who by necessity would star in this little production, had good days and bad days. His entire left side was still paralyzed. He tired easily, and sometimes his speech slurred. In his weakness and exhaustion, he could find it hard to concentrate on a conversation, and Edith would have to gently prod him to respond. But he also had windows of clarity and wit. Maybe today would be one of those days?

			The team decided Edith would stay in the room during the senators’ meeting. Between her and the sympathetic Hitchcock, perhaps they could keep the mood light and the conversation flowing. The patient-slash-leading man knew exactly what was going on. He dubbed Fall’s visit a “smelling committee” and comprehended just how high the stakes were. But all he could do was let his team get on with the preparations and rest up for his moment in the spotlight.

			First they had to figure out where to set the stage. The president spent most of his day in bed. Edith had once tried to prop him up in a wheelchair, but he had listed to the side alarmingly. White House usher Ike Hoover had finally come up with the genius idea to rent a rolling beach chair from a vendor in Atlantic City, which was somewhat more stable.[12] But the whole apparatus was a little clownish and not very presidential.

			The production team decided that the president would have to receive the senators lying down in bed, with only his head elevated.[13] Edith covered his useless left side with a blanket, tucked up under his chin. Tumulty placed a copy of the Senate report on Mexico on a table within easy reach of his good right hand. Grayson placed chairs for the senators that would limit their view of the president’s left side and made sure the chairs were well lit while the bed remained in shadow. As Ike Hoover described it, “it was quite impossible for one coming from a well-lighted part of the house to see anything to his satisfaction.”[14]

			Stage manager Edith surveyed her star, realizing her costuming options were limited. He had worn a formal silk dressing gown to briefly greet the king of the Belgians, but it bunched up uncomfortably in bed, and Woodrow much preferred a beloved old brown sweater. It was a little moth-eaten, but the interests of ease and comfort outweighed formality here, so the sweater went on. With no visitors, Edith had not insisted on the president being shaved regularly, and now a white wispy beard on his gaunt gray face did nothing to boost the illusion of vitality.[15] The president submitted to a shave. It was all they could do. As two thirty approached, everyone took their places, crossed their fingers, and hoped for the best.

			Fall and Hitchcock arrived at the White House right on time, trailed by more than one hundred newspapermen. It was the first time Edith had allowed press at the White House since the stroke, which of course triggered pandemonium as well as some skepticism. As The New York Times dryly put it, “there was apparently an effort to have it appear that those around the President wanted the fullest publicity.”[16] They all knew the real reason for this meeting and stood by ready to publicize every detail Senator Fall provided on the president’s condition. While the reporters waited downstairs, the senators were escorted up to the president’s bedroom. As rehearsed, Grayson met them at the door. Fall asked if the meeting had a time limit. Grayson, keeping up the pretense that this visit was wholly welcome, answered, “No, not within reason, Senator.”[17]

			Then he opened the door.

			Edith tried not to let her loathing for Fall show. She gripped a pencil in one hand and a notebook in the other so she could avoid shaking his hand.[18] Then she watched helplessly as Fall entered the room and approached the president’s bed.

			Woodrow astonished everyone by greeting Fall with a firm handshake and waving him casually to the chair that was staged for him. Hitchcock followed timidly behind. As Edith recounted in her memoir, Fall, not sure what to make of this scene, ventured a tepid “I have been praying for you, sir.”

			The president, without missing a beat, replied, “Which way, Senator?”

			As Fall laughed, Edith breathed a sigh of relief and began taking notes. “If agreeable, I wish Mrs. Wilson to remain,” said the president, as if her presence were expected.

			“You seem very much engaged,” Fall commented to Edith.

			“I thought it was wise to record this interview so there would be no misunderstandings or misstatements made,” Edith shot back.[19]

			Fall asked if the president had even seen the Foreign Relations Committee report on Mexico. Just as rehearsed, Woodrow grabbed the report off his bedside table with his good right hand. “I have a copy right here,” he crowed, waving it triumphantly.

			And so the meeting proceeded. Woodrow was charming. Fall was thwarted. Edith fumed. Hitchcock smiled and nodded with utter terror in his eyes. Grayson hovered in the doorway, cautiously optimistic. The meeting was going so well that when he was called away to the telephone, he felt confident leaving the drama to play out.

			Fall, disappointed that he hadn’t caught the president drooling or incoherent, turned his focus to the ostensible reason for the meeting. He attempted to play up the Jenkins kidnapping and urge the president to take stronger action against Mexico. But then, in a piece of stagecraft even this play’s planners could not have foreseen, Grayson returned from his phone to call to announce that Jenkins had just been released. Grayson felt, he said later, “like an actor making a sensational entrance.”[20] Fall had no choice but to wrap the meeting up. Woodrow spoke of getting on his feet again soon and wished his visitors well.

			Almost giddy with relief, Grayson escorted Fall and Hitchcock downstairs to face the waiting reporters. They didn’t even pretend to ask about Mexico but peppered both senators with questions about the president’s condition.

			Hitchcock led off, describing the president’s mental alertness, his healthy color, and even his old brown sweater in glowing terms. Senator Fall was forced to agree, saying Woodrow “seemed to me to be in excellent trim, both mentally and physically.”[21] The resulting news coverage was everything Edith and her confidants could have wished for. The New York Times was typical, stating, “The two Senators who interviewed the President with the ill-concealed purpose on the part of members of the Foreign Relations Committee to ascertain the truth or falsity of the many rumors that he was in no physical or mental condition to attend to important public business, came away from the White House convinced that his mind was vigorous and active.”[22] The president acted his part so well, the senators even gave him more credit than he was due. As Edith gushed in her memoir, Fall “assured the reporters that the president was mentally fit and that he had the use of his left side and his right which was of course an overstatement for Mr. Wilson’s left side was nearly useless.”[23]

			Although Woodrow’s critics continued to demand less secrecy from the White House, the immediate rumors of his condition had been publicly, triumphantly quashed. For the moment, everyone believed the president was running the country.

			Edith just had to make sure everyone kept believing it until it was true or until the 1920 election, whichever came first.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			
				A Virginia Childhood

			

			1872–1891

			Aunt Lizzie took one look at her infant niece and declared, “Oh, sister, she is the ugliest child you ever had.” Since baby Edith was the seventh child born to William and Sallie Bolling, there was a decent data pool for this assessment. Of course Edith’s mother objected, although perhaps not as strongly as she might have. “She is no such thing,” Sallie retorted, but then allowed, “but even if she is she is so sweet and good you forget it.”[1] As it turned out, none of these characterizations was quite accurate. Edith was certainly not ugly, and no one ever accused her adult self of being sweet. As for good, well, that is for history to judge.

			Regardless of her merits, Edith did not have the childhood she thought she deserved. Her aristocratic forebears colonized Virginia in the early seventeenth century. They weren’t the Pilgrims or political revolutionaries of history books but royalists. Armed with land grants, they left England to exploit the resources of the new world and increase their own wealth. One of these ancestral cavaliers was Robert Bolling, who married a woman named Jane Rolfe, granddaughter of colonist John Rolfe and Pocahontas, forever enabling future Bollings to trace their family tree back to that rarest of seedlings: literal American royalty. Through Jane Rolfe, Edith, as she proudly proclaimed throughout her life, was a ninth-generation descendant of Pocahontas. Edith’s branch of these self-proclaimed “Red Bollings” (as distinguished from the “White Bollings” Robert produced with his second wife) settled along the James River near Lynchburg. Edith’s grandfather, Archibald Bolling, owned a tobacco plantation where he enslaved over a hundred people.[2] Edith was reared on romanticized tales of these antebellum days, in “spacious times” when there were “slaves and abundance.”[3] Even the terrible war years were recounted with a certain idealized air. The plantation house Rose Cottage served as a Confederate hospital, with the women of the family acting as nurses. Archibald’s daughter Mary Jefferson, known to Edith as Aunt Jeff, tended a wounded German soldier named Rudolf Teusler. Though Rudolf spoke little English, he fell desperately in love with Jeff, and when he recovered, they ran off to Germany together. After a childhood spent surrounded by such stories, Edith became imbued with the belief that her family was a cut above. It was a world she felt she belonged to. The casual racism and snobbery of unquestioned superiority remained character traits throughout her long life. She always believed she was to the manor born.

			But by the time of Edith’s birth on October 15, 1872, the manor was long gone. Union triumph in the Civil War and subsequent emancipation upended her family’s wealth and social status. As Edith lamented on the very first page of her memoir, “the old order passed, and they found themselves, like thousands of others, with everything swept away, and unable to live on a plantation with no one to work it and no money.”[4] By the end of the war, Edith’s parents held mastery only over a warren of cramped rooms above three storefronts on a commercial block of Main Street in Wytheville, Virginia. Wytheville is a modest Blue Ridge Mountain town in the state’s narrow southwest corner—closer geographically and culturally to Appalachian West Virginia, North Carolina, and Tennessee than to the plantations of the James River. The Bolling home looks like it has a third story, but the top level is a false gable—complete with false windows—only the depth of the brick facade. Edith imagined that her grandfather had taken ownership of this building in payment of a debt, but the truth is much more mundane: William, who had been practicing law in Wytheville with his uncle William Terry, simply bought the property at auction with his mother in 1860.[5] Originally purchased to provide the newlywed William with rental income, the Wytheville house, too, served as a Confederate hospital, which for a time rendered it “untenantable.”[6] But that was where the family moved in 1866 and, after it was “scrubbed and patched up,”[7] made their home.

			Fortunately, William Bolling had a profession beyond tobacco planter. He practiced law with substantial success and in 1870 became a circuit court judge, a man of some stature in Wytheville. He and Edith shared the same curly dark hair, low brow, and long, straight nose. He had a flair for reading aloud and entertained his family with Dickens and Shakespeare and Milton and “even some of the racy seventeenth-century playwrights.”[8] Every Sunday, he took his oratory talents to the masses, becoming the most popular lay reader at St. John’s Episcopal Church. By contrast, his wife, Sallie, was timid and deferential, and “no one ever heard her say an unkind thing.”[9] Doe-eyed and placid, Sallie was untiring in her domestic duties. Edith believed her “radiantly happy,” and the marriage was serene. But even a man of William’s stature and success could afford little in postwar Virginia, with a raft of children of his own and an unending succession of long-term visitors. Despite their efforts, the Main Street house was “shabby and inadequate.”[10] And crowded. The Bollings had eleven children: Rolfe, Gertrude, Annie Lee, Will, Bertha, Charles, Edith, Randolph, Wilmer, Julian, and Geraldine (Charles and Geraldine died as babies). Also resident were William’s fierce invalid mother, his prim mother-in-law, his sister Aunt Jeff, now widowed and back from Germany with her son, Rudolf Jr., Sallie’s judgmental sister Lizzie, and assorted other dependents. Cousins and friends and passing acquaintances would visit and stay for months. Judge Bolling’s resources were stretched to the limit. He found himself a long way from the wealth of his childhood, when he had once been given an enslaved boy as a birthday present.[11]

			Their loss of material plenty led the Bollings to emphasize their wealth of pedigree. They proudly claimed membership among the First Families of Virginia, those who traced their ancestry to the Jamestown settlers of the early 1600s and took credit for “civilizing” America. The First Families of Virginia claim was a sacred trust. In his 1893 novel Pudd’nhead Wilson, Mark Twain explained this snobbery even as he mocked it: “In their eyes it was a nobility. It had its unwritten laws, and they were as clearly defined and as strict as any that could be found among the printed statutes of the land. The F.F.V. was born a gentleman; his highest duty in life was to watch over that great inheritance and keep it unsmirched.”[12] No degradation of home or bank account could tarnish the shine of sterling bloodlines.

			Additionally, the Bollings’ direct descent from Pocahontas, a status symbol that Virginians continue to hold precious over four hundred years after her death, gave them a further claim to an even more elite lineage. This heritage was so important, in fact, that the Virginia legislature would eventually tie itself in knots trying to carve the “Pocahontas exception” out of racial purity and antimiscegenation laws well into the twentieth century.[13]

			The Bollings remained unreconstructed Confederates. Even in her 1938 memoir Edith identified herself as a “Rebel.”[14] Edith’s family was hardly unusual in its failure to accept the reality of a postwar South. As one scholar of Reconstruction put it, “Confederate defeat not only destroyed the dream of an independent nation for the slaveholding South; it also shook the very foundations of the antebellum household. Adapting to new constellations of household organization, reshaped by wartime deaths and emancipation, was an emotional and material challenge for white Virginians.”[15] Shocked by their losses, the Bollings steadfastly maintained that the war had been fought to preserve a gracious and beautiful way of life and that their enslaved laborers, ignorant and hopeless, were devoted to the family’s well-being.[16] The chief storyteller of these Lost Cause myths was Edith’s grandmother Anne Wigginton Bolling. Equal parts terrifying and inspirational, Grandmother Bolling was thrown from a horse as a young woman, and the resulting spinal injury left her stooped and immobile. Throughout Edith’s childhood, her grandmother was almost entirely housebound, only able to leave if she was physically carried to a carriage. She held court from her bedroom at the center of the Bolling house, a bespectacled tyrant dwarfed by severe black dresses over hoopskirts, adorned only with a mourning brooch of human hair, ruling from a rocking-chair throne. The tanned skin of a dead dog, a treasured possession, was draped across the back of that rocking chair until the day she died.

			Using criteria known only to herself, Grandmother Bolling chose favorites among her nine surviving grandchildren. “She simply did, or did not, like you,” Edith wrote in her memoir, “and there was the end of it, and no compromise.”[17] If you were deemed unworthy, like Edith’s next-older sister, Bertha, the best you could hope for was to be ignored. More likely you were constantly belittled. It was a formative fact of Edith’s youth that she was her grandmother’s favorite. Grandmother Bolling’s favor was a mixed blessing. She did not countenance relaxation or idleness. Young Edith was required to sleep in her grandmother’s four-poster bed, constantly available for her nightly needs. “I used to make a game of counting the times she would call on me to wait on her, and sometimes it was thirty-nine or forty in a night.”[18] Edith had to wash and iron her grandmother’s white lace caps, which were elaborate and required fussy attention. But these chores were nothing compared with the canaries. The back of the Bolling home had a broad wooden porch with a view of the mountains. And it was here that the canaries ruled—dozens of them, lavished with the love and affection Grandmother Bolling denied most of her human descendants. With her exacting grandmother watching her every move, Edith cleaned their many cages, fed them, watched their nests and hatchlings. Never shy in her opinions, Edith unequivocally hated the canaries. She claimed the only time she ever enjoyed their care was when one died and she and her brother Will were allowed to preside over elaborate bird funerals, complete with spool-box coffins and marble-chip tombstones.[19]

			But Edith also credits her grandmother with the bulk of her limited education. “For myself I can truly say she taught me nearly everything I know. From her I learned to read and write. She even tried to teach me French, which she had learned to read by herself. The Bible she knew from cover to cover, and we read it together morning and night. She taught me to knit, to sew, to embroider, hemstitch and crochet, and to cut and fit dresses.”[20] Despite her grandmother’s demanding coldness, Edith always believed she owed much to “the tiny lady who sat enthroned on a dog-skin.”[21]

			Edith’s maternal grandmother, Lucy White Logwood, might have provided a softer counterpoint to severe Grandmother Bolling. Warmhearted and given to singing in the evening, Grandmother Logwood could always be counted on for sweet treats like coconut balls or pralines. But she was not all comfort and sugar—she insisted that no proper female should allow her ankles to show or any part of her person to come in contact with the back of a chair. Even her evening ballads inevitably featured tragic ends for girls who strayed from social norms.[22] Regardless, her influence was not long felt. While Edith was still young, Aunt Lizzie confounded predictions of lifelong spinsterhood by marrying a Confederate veteran twice her age. They moved to Albemarle County in the central part of Virginia, and Grandmother Logwood went with them. But her daughter Sallie continued her example of proper female behavior, in accordance with the cult of True Womanhood that so dominated women’s literature of the nineteenth century.[23] The pillars of True Womanhood were piety, purity, submissiveness, and domesticity, all traits Sallie embodied to her core. At times each of these ideals clashed with Grandmother Bolling’s example (and Edith’s own inclination) of frankness, strong opinions, and self-confidence. Throughout her life, Edith constantly juggled the contradictions among these conflicting early lessons.

			Edith was, by her own account, a precocious child. Born seventh among the eleven Bolling children (sixth of the surviving nine), she had to distinguish herself somehow. Judge Bolling undertook the religious education of his children himself. For efficiency’s sake, he taught them in cohorts of three. Thus Edith was classified as the youngest member of the second sibling class. When her brother Will turned fourteen and was ready to be presented to the bishop for his confirmation, Edith insisted she knew all the same material he did and, despite being only nine, was equally prepared to be confirmed. A doubtful bishop quizzed her but found her confidence was well founded. Thoroughly charmed, the bishop instructed, “Tell your father, little girl, you are the best prepared candidate I have examined, and I want you in the class tomorrow.”[24]

			Edith adored her father and seems to have been something of a pet with him. In 1886, when she was thirteen, he suggested that she, of all his children, should accompany him to his board meeting at the University of Virginia in Charlottesville. Edith had never been out of Wytheville. She was delighted with every aspect of the trip: riding on a train, staying in a hotel, seeing Thomas Jefferson’s home at Monticello. When his meetings were over, Edith’s father put her alone on a train to Gordonsville to visit her Aunt Jeff. This was Edith’s first taste of travel, and she was excited to be trusted to do it all by herself. The busyness enthralled her, and she remembered it vividly many years later. As she described in her memoir in 1939, the station was “full of people changing from the Richmond to the Washington train, and fortifying themselves with legs of fried chicken from the big trays that were carried on the heads of tall black negro women. Dressed in calico dresses and big white aprons, the chicken vendors smiled as only darkies can smile.”[25]

			Like her formidable grandmother, Edith’s confidence in her own abilities and opinions was not always a power she used for good. One memorable night, Edith and her sister were forced to entertain the tedious sons of the local Episcopal minister. Dutifully, they brought the boys to their library, an attractive upstairs room with a small balcony. But Edith’s patience for these dullards ran out quickly. “We thought they would never go home. Finally I said, ‘I’ll bet you can’t jump from that balcony to the ground!’ They took the dare and climbed over the rail and carefully let themselves down until they were hanging from the floor by their hands. I ran out and stomped on their fingers.”[26] (While young Edith was at times obnoxious, she was not homicidal. It is reassuring to report that the bottom of the library window, which still stands, is only about ten feet off the ground.)

			Edith’s father and grandmother provided the entirety of her education until she turned fifteen in 1887, when she was sent to board at Martha Washington College for Young Ladies. “The Martha,” as students called it, was about sixty miles west of Wytheville in Abingdon, just shy of the Tennessee border. The curriculum included math, physics, chemistry, and Latin but placed special emphasis on music, literature, art, and elocution. The Bollings chose it specifically for the music teacher, as Edith had expressed an interest in improving her piano skills. And with her oldest brother, Rolfe, working in a local bank and living nearby, it was an appropriate and proper institution for a gently bred young flower of the FFV.

			Edith hated it. After her informal home schooling, she hated the rigidity of schedules and rules and routines. She hated that the music room was kept so cold her fingers would stiffen too much to play. She hated the terrible, meager food and the girls who called her “the gray spider” because she was so tall and skinny. But mainly she hated the headmaster, a “narrow, cruel, and bigoted” man “whom Dickens could have chosen for the head of Dotheboys Hall.”[27] She fled back home in June of 1888 and refused to return. The institution seems to have forgiven the Nicholas Nickleby comparison: today “the Martha” is a luxury inn and spa where you can enjoy your tea in the Edith Wilson Parlor.

			Back in Wytheville, Edith found a quieter household than the one she had left. Rolfe had moved to Abingdon, and Gertrude had married Alexander Hunter Galt and moved all the way to Washington, DC. Will was studying to be a doctor. Aunt Jeff and Rudolf moved to Richmond. But there were still plenty of people about—Edith’s parents and Grandmother Bolling, along with some boarders to bring in extra income. Annie Lee, twenty-three, and Bertha, nineteen, were both living at home. The youngest boys, Randolph, Wilmer, and Julian, were not yet teenagers. On Edith’s very first night back, a gentleman came to call on one of her older sisters. He was “a New Yorker and had money. He kept fine horses and entertained in a much more elaborate style than our modest townspeople were accustomed to.” He took one look at fifteen-year-old Edith and, according to her, “fell in love with me as soon as I entered the room.”[28] The charming Yankee was thirty-eight years old. Edith claimed the romantic feelings were entirely one-sided, and she regarded him merely as a kind older man. But her parents remained unconvinced. Despite their tight budget and the utter failure of Edith’s first attempt at boarding school, it was decided she should go away as soon as possible.

			So the fall she turned seventeen, Edith was packed off to the state capital to attend the Richmond Female Seminary, widely known as Powell’s School. Richmond was still emerging from the ashes of the Civil War—in some places quite literally. In 1865, retreating Confederate soldiers started fires that burned about a quarter of the city’s buildings. But by 1889, fueled by the economic engines of railroads and tobacco, rebuilt Richmond was busy enough to seem to provincial Edith “a seething mass of humanity and distractions.”[29] There was even a brand-new electric streetcar system, the nation’s first. At Powell’s School, about thirty boarders shared a handsome brick building on East Grace Street, while day students from Richmond’s most prominent families came and went. The school promised “the best advantages in Music, Art, and Languages” and, crucially for the strapped Bollings, “terms very moderate for the advantages given.”[30] As much as she had hated Martha Washington, Edith adored her second attempt at school. No Dickensian condemnations for Mr. Powell—he was “father, counselor, and comrade to each of us.” The girls formed “one big family” and enjoyed the adolescent pleasures of breaking the occasional rule or cutting the occasional class. Edith and her roommate Lucy Day, along with the two girls next door, would remain lifelong friends.[31] But Edith’s happy year was cut short in May of 1890, when Mr. Powell almost died in an accident with that shiny new streetcar. The girls were told to pack up and go home.

			Edith consoled herself that if Powell recovered, she could return to Richmond for another year. But it was not to be. By the time fall rolled around, it was time to send her younger brothers to school, and the family could not afford more education for a mere daughter. Edith, not quite eighteen, was left without anything to keep her busy in the short term or a plan for her future in the long term. Many girls her age would have been thinking of marriage and surveying the neighborhood for eligible beaux. But Edith always claimed she didn’t want to marry. She had thrived in the bustle of Richmond, with its crowds and trains and shops. She loved mingling with sophisticated city girls in their fashionable clothes. Despite the dictates of True Womanhood, she was beginning to suspect she could never be satisfied with a quiet domestic life in Wytheville.

			Edith’s growing malaise was nipped in the bud by her oldest sister, Gertrude, who had moved to the nation’s capital with her husband when Edith was thirteen. Now she issued an invitation: come stay in Washington for four entire months.

			Today, Washington and Wytheville are separated by only three hundred miles of easy highway. In 1890, they might as well have been different planets.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			
				Woman of Washington

			

			1891–1908

			The capital city unfolded before Edith like a menu of options for the woman she wished to become. Washington in the 1890s was a great place to reinvent yourself if you were young and beautiful. The city was even more attractive if you were rich, which Edith was decidedly not. In the last decade of the nineteenth century, the capital boomed with new residents and sparkled with new money. Some of this growth was by design. The rapid population increase and military occupation of the Civil War years left Washington so chaotic and battered there was serious talk of moving the nation’s capital west to a more central city like Saint Louis. The oft-quoted imperative “Go West, young man,” attributed to Horace Greeley in 1865, is actually a direct insult to postwar DC. The full (disputed)[*] quotation: “Washington is not a place to live in. The rents are high, the food is bad, the dust is disgusting and the morals are deplorable. Go West, young man, go West and grow up with the country.” Random islands of federal buildings and row houses connected by unpaved, muddy avenues had (mostly) sufficed for the prewar Washington population of 75,000 but proved almost unlivable for the 177,000 souls who packed the district by 1880.[1] In response, the leaders of the city’s new territorial government, led by Alexander “Boss” Shepherd, undertook massive public works projects to make their hometown more appealing. The streets were graded and paved. Miles and miles of sewers, gas mains, and water mains were installed.[2] A horse-drawn streetcar system was established. The city’s trees had been a major war casualty, cut down to feed the constant need for firewood and for soldiers to have clear sight lines for their weapons.[3] Under Shepherd’s direction, sixty thousand new trees were planted. All of this modernization, rationalization, and beautification served the mission of keeping the seat of government in Washington by transforming it from a provincial village to a glittering city that could compete with the capitals of Europe.

			It was a mission that largely succeeded. One hundred thousand additional new residents arrived before the turn of the century.[4] Talk of moving the capital quieted to the occasional territorial grumble. The expensive, modern city infrastructure led directly to a real estate boom, with new neighborhoods like the Palisades and Chevy Chase springing up where once there had been only farmland. And a second, less intentional motivation for moving to Washington emerged: the gates of high society there were easier to crash than the exclusive circles of Boston, Philadelphia, or New York.[5] Those with undistinguished pedigrees who found themselves in possession of shiny new Gilded Age fortunes of questionable origins could achieve social prominence in Washington, join (or found) the “right” clubs, and marry their children into blue bloodlines.[6] Writers of the time, including Mark Twain,[7] who coined the term “the Gilded Age,” and Edith Wharton,[8] its most astute critic, created characters who escaped claustrophobic New York society for relative freedom in DC. Washington was simply too young a city for the social arbiters to insist upon colonial antecedents—the roots of even the oldest local families were relatively shallow. And the transitory nature of elected government meant “important” citizens were constantly coming and going before anyone who cared could discover who their people were.[9] There was, of course, a small, insular group of permanent DC families known as the “cave dwellers.”[10] But they stuck to themselves in the elegant townhouses around Lafayette Square next to the White House, while the fabulously wealthy parvenus built palaces up Massachusetts Avenue beyond Dupont Circle, pushing the axis of prosperity north and west. By the mid-1880s, one newspaper claimed it was as fashionable to have a winter home in Washington as it was to have a summer place in Newport.[11] Each grander than the last, many of these monuments of excess still exist, now repurposed into institutions like the Cosmos Club, the Anderson House Museum, and the embassy of Indonesia.[12]

			This was the Washington Edith Bolling discovered in the winter of 1890, when she moved in with her sister Gertrude and brother-in-law Alexander Hunter Galt and their baby, Alexander Bolling Galt (with a surfeit of Alexanders, both father and son went by their middle names). The Galts lived on G Street Northwest, between Nineteenth and Twentieth Streets, in Foggy Bottom—not quite as desirable as Dupont Circle but eminently respectable. Edith had just turned eighteen and was finished with school forever. She eagerly anticipated her transformation from child of Appalachia to woman of Washington. She knew in her heart she was never meant to be a country mouse, or indeed a mouse of any variety. Now standing a statuesque five-foot-nine, Edith had thick dark hair and brows that contrasted with her ivory skin. Her many admirers couldn’t seem to agree if her eyes were gray,[13] violet,[14] or light blue[15] but invariably used descriptors like dancing or twinkling. Her voice, pitched low, carried a southern lilt her friends called a “Shenandoah Twist.”[16] She loved beautiful clothes and dressed, within the confines of her budget, to enhance her ample curves. With very little money and limited social connections, the legendary galas at Massachusetts Avenue mansions were not yet open to her. But many of the revitalized city’s new attractions were within easy reach of a young white woman with more pedigree than wealth. After years of delay and infighting, the Washington Monument was finally finished in 1884 and opened to the public in 1888. And although its reign as the world’s tallest structure was brief, eclipsed by the Eiffel Tower in 1889, the Washington Monument was a hugely popular destination, attracting over fifty thousand visitors a month. In September 1890, the U.S. Congress took a departure from its habitual refusal to support the capital city and agreed to fund the creation of a “pleasuring ground” in Rock Creek Valley.[17] The Smithsonian Institution kept busy expanding its collection of live animals from around the U.S., including three different kinds of bears. The menagerie grew so fast that little care was taken to separate predator and prey, to the eternal grief of a Rocky Mountain goat and a California antelope.

			And then there was the music. If not exactly an accomplished musician, Edith was certainly a competent one. And she was a very appreciative fan. It was the music in Washington that confirmed Edith’s suspicion she would never be satisfied within the confines of Wytheville. She and Gertrude went to the opera and the theater as often as they could, which was several times a week. Her letters to her sister Bertha back home in Virginia are full of theater parties (“one of the sweetest little German plays I ever saw”) and fashion (“Gertrude wore her lavender waist with crimson roses and I wore my blue dress with La France roses”).[18]

			Just a few days before her visit to DC was scheduled to end, Edith was handed a once-in-a-lifetime chance to see Adelina Patti in concert. She had despaired of ever hearing the legendary soprano, knowing she couldn’t afford the five-dollar ticket. But at the last minute a friend of Hunter’s called up with the offer of an extra seat, right in the front row. Edith could have it, but only if she could get downtown to Albaugh’s Opera House before eight. Not stopping to change into appropriate evening dress, Edith flew out of her sister’s house and raced for the street corner. She paced the G Street sidewalk, the dusk gathering and the minutes ticking by, as she waited impatiently for a herdic. How to describe the city herdics? No memoirist[19] of nineteenth-century Washington failed to mention these remarkable conveyances.[20] They were a vaguely hearse-like variety of horse-drawn bus, long and narrow with a door in the back and seats along the sides. In theory, they ran regular routes, but they were notoriously unpredictable and painfully slow.

			In her memoir, Edith described this night in colorful detail: How the herdic seemed to stop every block, and no passenger had exact change, causing an excruciating delay while the driver searched his pockets for coins. How her companions were embarrassed by her green plaid day dress. How transported she was by Patti’s performance (she did make it on time, after running the last two blocks) as she sat “drinking in the liquid, exquisite notes.”[21]

			As an afterthought, she mentioned that when she floated back to G Street “in a sort of dream” after this wonderful evening, she discovered Norman Galt sitting down to a chafing dish full of oysters with Gertrude and her husband. He had come to call on her. Again.

			Norman Galt was Hunter’s cousin and by all accounts a perfectly nice and very respectable man. With his father, uncle, and brother, Norman ran Galt & Bro. jewelers on Pennsylvania Avenue. Galt’s had been a Washington fixture as long as anyone could remember—Norman’s grandfather James Galt opened its doors in 1802, when Thomas Jefferson occupied the White House (he bought a silver service from Galt’s)[22] and the city of Washington was little more than a construction site. With baby cups and engagement rings and ceremonial plaques, the elite of Washington marked their life passages with silver and jewelry from Galt’s. Mary Todd Lincoln, roundly mocked in the press for her profligate spending, bought brooches and bouquet holders and coffee spoons from Galt’s. There was still a considerable balance due on Mrs. Lincoln’s account when the president was assassinated. Norman’s father forgave most of the debt.[23]

			As befitted the honorable owner of a long-standing high-end business, Norman served on the local Chamber of Commerce and Board of Trade. He volunteered on the boards of the Arlington Fire Insurance Company and the Children’s Hospital. He was active in the vestry of St. Thomas’ Parish Episcopal church.[24] He was, in other words, the very definition of an upstanding citizen. He was also something of a fusspot. Tall and dark with gray eyes and a neat mustache, Norman was always immaculately dressed. He took two baths a day and changed his shirt at least twice. He never wore the same suit for two days running.[25] And he was, in his quiet, fastidious way, absolutely smitten with Edith. The feeling was decidedly not mutual. When he began dropping by his cousin’s house with small tokens of his affection, Edith professed herself baffled. “It did not occur to me that Norman Galt’s frequent visits were in any way due to his interest in me. He was about nine years my senior, but he seemed much older, and I never gave him a thought. He sent me flowers and candy; but I was used to that—as all Southern girls were—and felt it only a natural attention.”[26] Edith returned to Wytheville as scheduled in the spring of 1891, and Norman floated the idea of joining Gertrude and Hunter when they came south to visit the following summer. Edith agreed, still claiming to believe he just needed a break from his lonely city life and willfully ignoring any evidence of courtship.

			After a season in the capital, the sleepy foothills of Wytheville must have felt more provincial than ever. There was nothing for Edith in her hometown. Grandmother Bolling was still terrorizing descendants and coddling canaries on Main Street, retaining her “usual vigor of mind and character” well into her eighties.[27] The oldest siblings had married and moved away. But the house was still crowded with boarders and relatives and hangers-on. Edith didn’t even last a year before she moved back to Washington. The confidence and independence instilled by Grandmother Bolling easily beat out the lessons of submissiveness and domesticity modeled by Edith’s mother, Sallie. It would not be the last time that happened.

			Without a lot of other options, Edith finally decided to notice Norman. “Not until I had been there two months did I realize Norman was
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