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"Kiernan's sharp-eyed biography brings back a woman who, far into her 90s, relished the dance
of life." —O, The Oprah MagazineThis biography, based on firsthand knowledge and interviews
with Mrs. Astor’s friends and the heads of New York’s great cultural institutions, gives us back the
woman so loved and admired. At the age of 51, Brooke Astor wedded the notoriously ill-
tempered Vincent Astor, who died in 1959. In a highly publicized courtroom battle, she fought off
an attempt to break Vincent’s will, which left $67 million to the Vincent Astor Foundation. As the
foundation’s president, Mrs. Astor would use this legacy to benefit New York City. She would
personally visit every grant applicant and charm anyone she met. At her hundredth birthday,
princes and presidents honored her, but in 2006 a grandson petitioned the courts to have his
father removed as Brooke’s guardian. Once again an Astor court battle became the stuff of
headlines.
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CreditsIndexPhoto InsertINTRODUCTIONI first met Brooke Astor on January 7, 1999, when a
friend brought us together for lunch at the Hotel Carlyle. The lunch was part business and part
pleasure. Over the course of several years our mutual friend had gone from escorting Brooke
Astor to parties to staying with her in the country. Although he was exactly fifty years younger
than Mrs. Astor, the two of them were a perfect match. Both were funny and direct and quick to
get to the heart of the matter. We were having lunch at the Carlyle because this friend, John
Hart, believed I could help Mrs. Astor get the wonderful stories she told down on paper. A couple
of years earlier, Mrs. Astor had officially closed the Vincent Astor Foundation, while I had
recently finished my book on the writer Mary McCarthy. As John saw it, we were both at loose
ends. Of course he didn’t put it quite that way. The lunch was billed as a chance for two of his
favorite people to get to meet each other. If anything came of it, that was all the better. But the
point was to have a good time.In preparation for the lunch John would have made sure to tell
Mrs. Astor that I had worked for many years at The New Yorker. There was no need for him to tell
me about Mrs. Astor. I’d been reading about her for years. In a crowd I could have picked her out
with no difficulty. In Cincinnati or Detroit she might have gone unrecognized, but in New York she
was famous.Lunch was set for one and I made sure to arrive early. It was a typical first week in
January. Outside, it was cold and gray, with a hint of snow in the air, but as I approached the
steps that led down to the restaurant the first thing that caught my eye was an enormous spray of
crab apple branches and quince. Once the maître d’hôtel learned I was part of Mrs. Astor’s party,
he ushered me to the best of four horseshoe-shaped banquettes that backed onto this
extravagant tribute to spring. If I looked to my right, I had an unimpeded view of the entrance.
Mostly I studied the menu, but occasionally I would glance up and see some well-dressed
couple being led past me to a less desirable table.At precisely one fifteen, Mrs. Astor entered
the restaurant on the arm of John Hart. You couldn’t exactly say she made an entrance, but
when she appeared at the top of the short flight of stairs leading down from the vestibule, all
eyes turned in her direction. Some of this had to do with the way the maître d’hôtel fussed over
her ever so slightly as he grasped her free elbow to help her to the banquette. Part of it was what
I think of as star power. And part of it was the way she was dressed. By the time John had gotten
the three of us settled, with Mrs. Astor in the middle, I’d begun to covet everything she was
wearing—the smart loden-colored felt hat, the pretty green silk blouse, the green windowpane-
plaid suit, the triple string of gum-ball-sized pearls, the diamond starburst on her left shoulder,
and the jade and diamond earrings that set off her green eyes. I had been prepared to admire



her, but I hadn’t been prepared to find her pretty or chic.Photographs didn’t begin to do Mrs.
Astor justice. Part of what made her so attractive was the delicacy of her coloring. Part of it was
the way she brought all her attention to bear on the person she was talking to. Part of it was the
magic worked by charm. She was an accomplished seductress. That day, whether to please
John Hart or for want of anything better to occupy her, she set out to seduce me. Nothing she
said was especially witty or insightful. Indeed, I’m not sure I’d remember any of it if I hadn’t
written up some notes that same evening. But at the time everything she said seemed
delightfully fresh and candid—remarkably so, when you considered that she was ninety-six
years old.That day, whatever Mrs. Astor ordered from the long menu, I ordered, too. I think it was
a crabmeat salad. Neither of us paid much attention to our food. For one thing, I don’t think she
had much of an appetite: contributing to the stylish impression she made was the fact that she
was impossibly tiny. For another, she had trouble hearing. John had made sure that I was seated
on her right, by her good ear, but, even so, I had to speak up, and sometimes repeat myself, and
she had to bend close to make out what was being said.Mrs. Astor led off by asking about my
time at The New Yorker. Then she asked me about my book, which was scheduled to come out
the following year. The subject of my book seemed to interest her not at all, even though I had
learned from Renata Adler that she had put up Mary McCarthy for the night when McCarthy’s
beautiful white Mercedes convertible had broken down near her place in Maine. The thought of
two women so different—one known for her tact and good manners, the other for her sharp
tongue—spending one night together conjured up all sorts of tantalizing possibilities. At one
point I’d asked John Hart if I could talk to Mrs. Astor about that visit and word had come back
that she had nothing to say on the subject. Mary must have stolen a toothbrush, her
stepdaughter had joked. I tended to think nothing quite so dramatic had transpired. Mrs. Astor
was of a generation that believed when you had nothing good to say you did best to keep your
mouth shut.At lunch that day Mrs. Astor did her best to put me at my ease, the way any
experienced older person does with a younger person who is shy. When conversation flagged,
she asked me another question. It was a method I myself had used many times. We talked again
about The New Yorker, which had published three of her poems. Then we talked about her dear
friend Brendan Gill, who had died one year before. I noted that she had been the only speaker at
Brendan’s big memorial who mentioned his wife. That made her laugh.Mrs. Astor brought up
someone we knew in common—an old friend of hers who had recently married a woman half his
age. She made no bones about what she thought of his wearing jeans for the wedding ceremony
and his going around beforehand saying he wasn’t so sure he wanted to go through with the
whole thing. That led her to talk about her terrible first marriage. She wondered why it hadn’t left
her embittered. She seemed bemused by that fact. She spoke of her honeymoon: of the groom’s
not having a dinner jacket so they could go down to the main dining room and of his going down
alone to the bar only to come back drunk. But that was only the beginning. Some six months
later when they were up in Maine she had terrible abdominal cramps and assumed she was
having a baby, but when the doctor examined her he determined she was still a virgin.She told



me that the first American president she ever met was Harry Truman and her favorite was
Ronald Reagan. On occasion the Reagans would have her down to stay overnight at the White
House. He was fun and Nancy was strong. She said she’d gone down to the Clinton White
House the year before to receive the Presidential Medal of Freedom. This led her to a discussion
of Clinton’s being caught in a lie about Monica Lewinsky. She was reminded of the time she’d
been caught in bed by her mother with chocolate smeared on her face and had been foolish
enough to try to deny it. Lying is not efficient, we agreed. You can’t keep track.She confided that
she was hoping to go to St. Petersburg—to take a boat and go ashore to see all the palaces. It
would be more pleasant that way. This reminded her of a recent visit abroad. She’d been staying
with friends at Hatfield, one of the great houses of England, when she’d had the terrifying
experience of finding herself locked out of her room late at night. She described waking and
hearing dogs barking outside and wanting to let them in and slipping downstairs in her
nightgown and having the door to her room shut behind her; finding no dogs when she opened
the big front door and hearing the click of a timer as all the lights in the house shut off; making
her way in the dark back up the stairs and down a long hallway and tripping and falling and
banging her arm; finally calling for help and getting no response; and then crawling along the
hallway until she was able to push open a door and let herself into an unaired room, where she
wrapped herself in a rug for warmth and fell asleep, curled atop the damp mattress of an
unmade bed.It was amazing that we covered as much ground as we did, given that we were
constantly interrupted. One after another, people came over to the table and greeted Mrs. Astor
with the assurance of longtime friends. Invariably they made sure to tell her how well she was
looking. One or two said something about not seeing her picture in the Sunday Styles section
over the holidays. Sometimes they invoked the name of a mutual friend or an upcoming benefit.
Always Mrs. Astor would lean forward and profess herself delighted to see them. Never did she
show any sign of discomfort or confusion. Afterward, she would whisper to John and me, “I have
no idea who that was.”After lunch, John and I walked Mrs. Astor home. In the restaurant Mrs.
Astor had relied solely on his arm for support, but for the four-block walk to her apartment she
used an ebony walking stick. Our pace was slow as we headed south down Madison Avenue
with Mrs. Astor in the middle. There was no wind but the air felt cold and raw and unwelcoming.
Over her suit Mrs. Astor wore a beautifully tailored loden coat and a honey-colored fur scarf so
full and soft it could only be sable. A few people smiled as we passed but no one stopped. At
one point, after we had walked a couple of blocks, Mrs. Astor paused to show us a gift shop
where she’d found most of her Christmas gifts that year. Next door was a Christian Science
reading room.We were about to start on our way again, when a young woman suddenly rushed
out from the reading room and dropped to her knees on the sidewalk at Mrs. Astor’s feet. Except
for the fact that she was wearing no coat, she appeared to be a perfectly ordinary young woman.
Before long, there was a cluster of people around us. Unfazed by the cold pavement or the
gathering crowd, the young woman proceeded to tell Mrs. Astor how much she had always
meant to her. Mrs. Astor leaned forward ever so slightly as if to better hear what was being said.



Not once did she blanche or recoil or act as if this incident was in any way remarkable. When the
young woman had finally said her piece, Mrs. Astor gently but firmly patted her shoulder and
said, “Thank you, my dear.”It was like being with the Queen Mum or the Pope—at once totally
out of the ordinary and totally in control. No mention was made of the incident. By the time we
turned east toward Park Avenue, I was starting to wonder if our own parting might be in any way
awkward. I needn’t have worried. When we arrived at the entrance of her apartment building,
Mrs. Astor asked how she could get in touch with me. Only as I was entering my address and
phone number in her little red pocket diary did I realize that we had never once discussed the
possibility of my working with her. As we said our good-byes, Mrs. Astor said what people say at
such moments. Taking my hands in hers and looking me straight in the eye, she said that she
had very much enjoyed meeting me and hoped to see me again soon. But then I thought I heard
her say something totally unexpected: as she gave my hands one last squeeze, she seemed to
say, “I think we’re going to be good friends.” Later I remember thinking, “Maybe yes. Maybe no.”
But walking home that day I had utter faith that we would be spending many happy hours
together.Three months passed without my receiving either a note or a phone call. Under
different circumstances I might have been upset, but by then I knew that Mrs. Astor had no real
need of me. On my way home, while I was still in her thrall, I had stopped at the New York
Society Library and checked out every book she had written. Putting her two novels aside for
later, I read her two memoirs, Patchwork Child and then Footprints, in one sitting. By the time I
finished these two memoirs, I realized that Mrs. Astor was a natural writer and accomplished
storyteller and had already written quite eloquently about her life.That seemed to be that.
Occasionally, though, I’d recall our January lunch. In early 2000, with my own book finally out, I
began thinking more seriously about Brooke Astor. Her life had truly been remarkable. If she
didn’t feel she had anything more to say about it, that didn’t mean someone else couldn’t try. The
fact was, she had many of the same qualities that had appealed to me in Mary McCarthy. She
was strong and resourceful and didn’t mind taking time off from serious work to shop for a gift or
give a dinner party. Although she’d sometimes had a hard time of it, she had very much enjoyed
life. Like Mary McCarthy, she seemed to defy all reasonable expectation—to be someone who
had no real predecessors or plausible successors. With no models to look to, she had been
forced to improvise.I had been charmed by Brooke Astor. But, more important, I liked and
admired her. I also thought that at her best she was a surprisingly good writer. One problem,
however, was that she herself had covered her early years so thoroughly. For a time I turned my
attention to another project altogether. What brought Mrs. Astor back to mind again were the
events of 9/11. As it became increasingly apparent how bad off the city was going to be—not
only immediately but for years to come—I began to remember Mrs. Astor’s description in
Footprints of her work in the seventies, when New York was on the verge of bankruptcy. I began
to think how much in need the city was of someone like Brooke Astor.At that point it occurred to
me that to give the full flavor of what Mrs. Astor was like I didn’t need to cover her entire life in
great detail. Instead, I could concentrate on the years she served as president of the Vincent



Astor Foundation. From my reading I knew that it was through the Foundation that she’d been
able to do as much as she had for the city. I also knew that she believed that it was through her
work with the Foundation that she’d come into her own. In that respect, she had been a bit like
another famous widow, her friend Katharine Graham, whose husband’s death had catapulted
her into a position of power.Early on, two things were said to me that altered my thinking. First,
David Rockefeller let me know in the kindest way possible that he didn’t think I would have a
book if I wrote only about the Foundation. Not long after that, Felix Rohatyn made a big point of
telling me that Mrs. Astor may have been very visible during the seventies but she hadn’t made
any significant difference. I gradually came to agree with David Rockefeller. At the same time, I
came to conclude that Felix Rohatyn and I had been talking at cross-purposes. He was talking
about money and I was talking about a contribution that defied any assessment that placed a
high value on results subject to measurement in dollars and cents.In the end I decided not to
limit myself solely to Mrs. Astor’s philanthropy. Paul LeClerc, the head of the New York Public
Library, gave me a title that sounded right for the book I wanted to write. Above all, it was Mrs.
Astor who interested me—not merely her place in Astor family history but the prominent place
she succeeded in making for herself as not just another Astor widow. My plan was to spend only
as much time on the childhood as was necessary to show where she believed she had acquired
the strength to first set out on a path of her own.With the cooperation of Mrs. Astor and her son,
Anthony Marshall, I began my work on the book in the fall of 2001, as Mrs. Astor was
approaching her hundredth birthday. With the assistance and advice of Linda Gillies, who had
served as director of the Vincent Astor Foundation from 1974 until its official closing in 1997, I
set about my research—starting with the Vincent Astor Foundation Records housed in the Rare
Books and Manuscripts Collection of the New York Public Library and eventually moving on to
the first of many interviews with friends and former board members, as well as fellow
philanthropists and directors of nonprofit institutions that had benefited from Astor largesse. That
November, when I met with Mrs. Astor for tea in her apartment, I soon saw that she was no
longer quite the woman I had met almost three years before. For one thing, her hearing had
grown much worse. Given her age, this was only to be expected. Whether it was owing to her
inability to make out what I was saying or to a growing confusion, she didn’t always respond to
the questions I asked. That day I was caught off balance, but over the next few months I would
learn to let Mrs. Astor take the lead and be rewarded with flashes of humor, candor, and good
common sense.When I sat down to write my book, the plan was to spend only as much time on
Mrs. Astor’s post-Foundation life as seemed necessary to tell her story—cutting off my narrative
not long after her hundredth birthday. Over the following four years, as I worked on my book, Mrs.
Astor slowly but surely faded first from Bill Cunningham’s “Evening Hours” feature in the Sunday
Styles section of the the Times and then from public sight. Nonetheless, I continued to hear
about her from one friend who continued to visit her regularly, and who, in the winter of 2005,
suggested that I come along on the next visit. From what I could see that afternoon, Mrs. Astor’s
story was over, awaiting only her death to provide a quiet coda.All this changed, however, on the



morning of Monday, July 26, 2006, when the Daily News scooped its rivals with a front-page
story announcing that Mrs. Astor’s fifty-three-year-old grandson had quietly filed a petition in
New York State Supreme Court to have his eighty-two-year-old father removed as Mrs. Astor’s
guardian and replaced by Annette de la Renta. After considering the petition, the judge had
appointed Mrs. de la Renta, a devoted friend of Mrs. Astor, as temporary guardian and relieved
Anthony Marshall of all responsibility for his mother’s financial affairs, placing that responsibility,
at least for the time being with JP Morgan Chase Bank. “Disaster for Mrs. Astor,” the headline
proclaimed. “Son forces society queen to live on peas and porridge in dilapidated Park Ave.
duplex.” Readers were promised “Stunning Court Allegations” inside. It seemed that, among
other things, Anthony Marshall had been cutting back on his mother’s expenses while paying
himself $2.3 million per year to oversee her care. Over the next two weeks, as rival papers
rushed to catch up, further shocking details were revealed. Once again Mrs. Astor was the talk of
New York. But, no less important, she was being seen in a totally different light. A light that was
not necessarily flattering or entirely to her advantage. While these revelations might elicit both
outrage and sympathy, they had the cumulative effect of casting a shadow over decades of
important contributions, threatening to permanently alter the way New Yorkers looked at the lady
who had once reigned as de facto queen.For almost five years I had been taking the measure of
Brooke Astor. As I’d gone about my research, I had learned that Mrs. Astor was not exactly the
woman I thought she was. That discovery was to be expected. For biographers it’s part of the
process. In this instance, it may have been hastened by the fact that my subject was still living
and had reached an age where it was sometimes difficult for those close to her to reconcile her
public image with what they saw in private. While the woman whose life had spanned virtually
the entire twentieth century was terrific, she was not perfect. But, then, she never had been. It
would be fair to say that Mrs. Astor was not always the dazzling charmer I met that day at the
Carlyle or the glamorous philanthropist I discovered in articles written about her. Nor was she
quite the blithe but resilient innocent of Footprints, who was blessed with two loving parents and
also more than her fair share of good fortune. From the start she had worked hard to get where
she was.In her later years Brooke Astor made much of the fact that she came from an earlier,
gentler time, when a gentleman was expected to wear white tie to a dinner party and a red
runner was rolled out on the sidewalk to protect a lady’s delicately shod feet. But that was only
half the picture. And indeed, if asked, she might have been the first to admit it had never been
the whole one. She was already in her mid-fifties when she took charge of her late husband’s
foundation—an age when even the most intrepid women of her circle were getting ready to
replace their tennis game with golf, cut back on their cocktails, and look for satisfaction in the
accomplishments of their grandchildren. For many years she managed to pull off the impossible
—to balance a demanding job with an active social life, to hold on to her independence while
making a place for romance—and for a time at least she was able to see to it that everyone was
the better for it. Charm and luck played some part in this, but charm and luck can take you only
so far.OneTHE UNION CLUB,NOVEMBER 18, 1998To receive, one must give.*Brooke Russell



Astor was not in fact the last Mrs. Astor. Just as four generations of Astor women bearing that
name preceded her, at least two generations of Astor wives will survive her. Still, she promises
to be the last Mrs. Astor to claim an exclusive right to the title. Only one of her predecessors,
Caroline Schermerhorn Astor, managed to pull off such a feat. In their prime both women
loomed large in the imaginations of their fellow New Yorkers. Both recognized that New York was
a city that thrived on self-invention—a city where the cut of your suit could count for more than
the place you came from. In the late nineteenth century, a meatpacking baron could get off the
train in Hoboken and move into a Fifth Avenue chateau and immediately be treated as someone
to reckon with. One hundred years later the chateau had given way to a luxury apartment but not
much else had changed.Great wealth made possible the power enjoyed by the two Mrs. Astors.
A family name long associated with the city also played a part. But, without the money or the
name, the two Mrs. Astors would have made an impression. Both lived through times of great
economic instability. Both viewed New York as a city under siege and were able to get other New
Yorkers to see things the way they did. Both believed that by setting an example they had the
power to make things right again. Both made their mark without Astor husbands by their sides
and lived long enough to see their names count for more than their husbands’ ever had. Yet no
two women could have been less alike.Caroline Schermerhorn Astor, born into an old New York
family that claimed descent from the first Dutch settlers, believed that in marrying an Astor she
was marrying beneath her. Caroline Astor was neither beautiful nor amusing and owed much of
her position as Queen of New York Society to the lavishness of her entertaining, the costliness
of her gowns, a strong sense of mission, and a self-appointed court chamberlain by the name of
Ward McAllister, who shared her passionate desire to maintain certain well-defined standards.
Delighted to act as her gatekeeper, McAllister was soon treating her every prejudice as gospel
and spreading the word to a world that proved surprisingly eager to listen to what he had to say.
“Why, there are only about four hundred people in fashionable New York society. If you go
outside that number you strike people who are either not at ease in a ballroom or else make
other people not at ease,” he confided to a reporter in 1888, putting a fine gloss on an exclusivity
that some might mistake for snobbery.Word had it that four hundred was precisely the number
that could easily be accommodated by Caroline Astor’s ballroom. Some said it was the number
that could fit into the ballroom at Delmonico’s. Either way, the result was the same. By proudly
limiting her entertaining to select members of long established New York families, the first Mrs.
Astor not only buttressed her position as the sole arbiter of New York Society but also effectively
barred the door to the next wave of meatpackers.This much publicized standard for social
acceptability guaranteed the first Mrs. Astor lasting notoriety. It wasn’t long, however, before this
same standard ceased to be a practical model for any New York hostess intent on putting
together a gathering where the guests had some hope of enjoying themselves. Indeed by the
end of Caroline Astor’s reign, she, too, was beginning to make room for guests she might once
have dismissed as unsuitable. Running into the decorator Elsie de Wolfe, she confided that she
was about to have one of those new “Bohemian” parties everyone was talking about. When



asked whom she was inviting, she responded, “Why, Edith Wharton and J. P. Morgan.”Brooke
Russell Astor, who married Caroline Schermerhorn Astor’s grandson, would never have made it
through the first Mrs. Astor’s door. At the time of her predecessor’s death in 1908, she was all of
six years old. Although she had not been born rich, she saw no reason to hide this fact. She was
not connected to an old New York family and betrayed no twinge of regret about it. She made
use of the Astor name, along with the Astor money—often for her own purposes but frequently
for the benefit of those less fortunate than she was.Like the first Mrs. Astor, she was always
turning up in the pages of the city’s newspapers. Unlike the first Mrs. Astor, she could be found
outside the Society section. And, unlike the first Mrs. Astor, she felt no need to have anyone
speak on her behalf. Words came naturally to her. And while she, too, cherished certain long
held beliefs and lived by certain long held standards, she made it a point always to refrain from
passing judgment. If she harbored serious reservations about her celebrated predecessor, she
never gave voice to them in public. Her interests were diverse, her friends wide ranging. An
invitation to one of her parties guaranteed a good time.On November 18, 1998, ninety years
after the first Mrs. Astor’s death, Brooke Russell Astor was presented with the Edith Wharton
Achievement Award for the “Complex Art of Civilized Living,” named for one of her predecessor’s
bohemian dinner guests. Edith Wharton, like Caroline Schermerhorn Astor, had been born into
Old New York Society. Indeed, through her father, Edith Wharton was related to the
Schermerhorns, while on her mother’s side her antecedents were, if anything, even more
distinguished. Unlike Caroline Astor, she had broken with that insular world and gone on to carve
out a comfortable but productive life for herself. The award named in her honor was to be
presented at the Union Club, at a black-tie dinner whose main purpose was to raise money for
the restoration of the Mount—the lovely summer home Wharton had built in the Berkshires with
royalties she’d earned from her writing and later had to sacrifice because of heavy losses
incurred by her feckless and unfaithful husband Teddy and their subsequent divorce.The Union
Club was in many ways the perfect setting for this particular occasion. Edith Wharton’s father
had been an early member, as had Caroline Astor’s, back when it had been located on lower
Broadway, at the corner of Great Jones Street. Founded in 1836 by a small group of
conservative Protestant merchants and lawyers, the Union Club was proud to claim for itself the
title of New York’s first social club. In 1887, the year before Ward McAllister made his famous
pronouncement, the club’s reputation had become so firmly established that one society
chronicler felt free to assert, with no qualifications, that membership “implies social recognition
and the highest respectability.”Not everyone seems to have agreed. Ten years earlier, some
younger members, finding all that respectability more than a little stifling and the current
standards for membership more relaxed than was commensurate with true “social recognition,”
had started up the even more exclusive Knickerbocker Club, where they saw to it that the card
games were livelier and the food was vastly better. A century later, the card games had ceased
to be an important factor but the characters of both clubs had changed very little. Brooke Astor
herself favored the Knickerbocker, where she enjoyed a widow’s privileges and made frequent



use of the ladies’ dining room for cozy lunches or quiet dinners with friends. Although neither
club admitted women as full members, women were by no means barred from their doors.Two
hundred tickets had been sold for the dinner at the Union Club, which since 1933 has made its
home in a handsome limestone building at the northeast corner of Park Avenue and Sixty-ninth
Street. Most of the men and women who paid for those tickets would have agreed that “civilized
living” was very much what Brooke Astor was about. Whether it was a “complex art” she
practiced . . . well, that was another matter. Some might have said that “civilized living” was
second nature for her. Or even bred in the bone. Others might have begged to differ, pointing out
that what appeared to be effortless was in fact the product of enormous discipline. But what
exactly was “the complex art of civilized living” supposed to mean?As it happened, the award’s
unlikely title was not fine-sounding nonsense. Nor was it an oxymoron. The words were
Wharton’s own and could be found in her memoir, A Backward Glance, written toward the end of
her life, when she was beginning to recall her early years in the city with something approaching
affection. After describing the succulent dishes prepared by Mary Johnson and Susan
Minneman, the family’s “two famous negro cooks,” she had gone on to write with no hint of irony:
“I have lingered over these details because they formed a part—a most important and honorable
part—of that ancient curriculum of housekeeping which, at least in Anglo-Saxon countries, was
so soon to be swept aside by the monstrous regiment of the emancipated: young women taught
by their elders to despise the kitchen and the linen room, and to substitute the acquiring of
University degrees for the more complex art of civilized living.”Had she actually read those
words beforehand, Brooke Astor—who had no college degree to boast of and appreciated the
importance of setting a good table—would have been pleased to see that Wharton actually
named the family’s two Negro cooks and made note of the stylish way they dressed. But she
would also have recognized immediately that for most young women living in the last decade of
the twentieth century a return to such a past was not by any stretch of the imagination possible
or even desirable. For even a reasonably privileged young woman the cozy picture Edith
Wharton held up as a model for civilized living would seem like an unattainable pipe dream. Or
something requiring the drive and energy of a Martha Stewart. But for virtually all the young
women Brooke Astor had met as president of the Vincent Astor Foundation—women who asked
for nothing more than a bed to sleep on and a chance to earn a decent wage—Edith Wharton’s
words would make no sense whatsoever.Unfortunately, that night Brooke Astor had neither the
time nor the desire to search out that puzzling sentence and ponder its meaning. In any case,
she was not being honored for her knowledge of Edith Wharton. Or for her many years devoted
to public philanthropy and many private acts of generosity. She was just expected to be gracious
in accepting this new honor and to add luster to an occasion where her name on the program
was guaranteed to sell seats.This would be only the second time that the Civilized Living Award
was given. The first time had been two years earlier, when Letitia Baldrige, the White House
social secretary under the Kennedys, received the award for advocating the complex art of
civilized living in her well-regarded etiquette books. Brooke Astor was to be honored because



she herself practiced this art. Two other awards were to be given that night. Louis Auchincloss
was to receive the Henry James Award, for his achievements as a writer, and Lady Bird Johnson
was to receive the Landscape Preservation Award. The Civilized Living Award was to be
presented by Charles Ryskamp, while Louis Auchincloss’s award was to be given by Elizabeth
Barlow Rogers. Unfortunately, Lady Bird Johnson was too ill to accept her award in person. Lady
Bird, like virtually everyone else on the program, was not only an old friend of Brooke Astor but
also someone she had worked with happily at some point in the past. Schuyler Chapin, whose
grandmother she had known before he was born, was to serve as master of ceremonies.For
dinner that night Brooke Astor wore a long black gown and her prized emerald necklace. As
always, she had taken care to dress for the occasion. She liked to say that people expected it of
her—which was true—but it also seemed doubly important to look her best now that she was
older, and especially important after all that she had been through in the past few months. The
year had started off well, in January, with President Clinton’s presenting her with the country’s
highest honor, the Medal of Freedom—an honor he had also bestowed on David Rockefeller,
making it possible for the two of them to fly down together with a small group of friends the day
before and celebrate with a special dinner at a good Washington restaurant. In April, she had
flown, with some of the same friends, to the Dominican Republic, to visit Oscar and Annette de
la Renta—a visit where she could count on her host’s dancing with her long into the night.“At
ninety-five in the sun, she still puts others in the shade,” Suzy had written in her May society
column in W magazine, taking note of Brooke Astor’s presence in the glamorous party of guests
celebrating the completion of the new house that Oscar de la Renta had built. But then, in June,
leaving a big celebration at the Museum of Natural History, on her way to her car, Brooke Astor
had slipped on the sidewalk and broken her hip. Before long, she was receiving guests wearing
full makeup and looking none the worse for the experience. And by August she was back
summering in Maine, swimming and taking the dogs for walks on her property while astonishing
her nurses with the speed of her recovery. Still, the fall had shaken everyone around her, so that
she was now forced to carry a cane always and to remember to slow down to make effective use
of it.The plan was for Charles Ryskamp, an old friend who had worked closely with Brooke Astor
as head of the Morgan Library, to pick her up at her apartment on Park Avenue and Seventy-
third Street and help her down to her car. Later, he would recall how during the short drive south
she began asking him if she might have known Edith Wharton during the years when she was
married to Buddie Marshall. Immediately he had tried to tell her why he thought this was highly
unlikely. “‘Brooke,’ I said, ‘You are an Anglophile, not a Francophile, and you wouldn’t have
visited Edith Wharton in France, where she was living at that time. I don’t know how you could
have seen her in Lenox.’” He had explained to her that by the time she was living in the
Berkshires, Edith Wharton was dead. And for the moment at least his response seemed to
satisfy her.In the ballroom, Brooke Astor and her escort were seated at a table with Jock and Elly
Elliott, whom she had known since they were a young couple back in her House and Garden
days, and the writer Roxana Robinson and her escort, Ashton Hawkins. Roxana was a new



friend she saw primarily in Maine, but Ashton was someone she had known long before he
became general counsel for the Metropolitan Museum of Art. Here, too, she was surrounded by
friends. And when she held the black cane close against the black of her skirt, it turned out to be
scarcely noticeable. Later, no one would remember that she had even been carrying it.At the
beginning of the evening, Brooke Astor had asked Stephanie Copeland, the director of the
Mount and organizer of the event, if she could possibly speak last. On the program the award for
civilized living was listed first, but Stephanie Copeland had no choice but to say yes. Because
she was seated at a table nearby, Copeland had occasion to observe the guest of honor
listening to what the other speakers were saying, deciding what to say when her turn came.
Later, she recalled that when it came time for Charles Ryskamp to walk up to the podium to
present the award for the Complex Art of Civilized Living, he could be heard to comment, “I’m
not really sure what that means.” That was the first unexpected turn the evening would take.At
their table that evening Charles Ryskamp had Brooke Astor on one side and Marian
Frelinghuysen on the other. Marian Frelinghuysen, it seemed, had actually met Edith Wharton.
At the age of five she had been taken to see “Cousin Edith” at her house outside Paris. While
Ryskamp was busy holding up his end of the conversation with Marian Frelinghuysen, Brooke
Astor was deep in conversation with Ashton Hawkins and Roxana Robinson. Finally, the time
came to present the awards. “I was perhaps the seventh person to speak,” Ryskamp would later
say. “All the others had gone on forever. You can’t do that. I cut my speech short. Maybe it was a
couple of sentences.”When she got up to the podium, Brooke Astor was facing an audience that
had already had one speech too many. The first thing she did, according to Ryskamp, was to ask
the audience how many of them had read Edith Wharton? Immediately several men’s arms shot
up. “The wives looked shocked, and you could see the arms start to go down,” he recalled. “Then
Brooke asked, ‘How many of you knew Edith Wharton?’ Marian’s arm started to go up, but
already Brooke was saying ‘I knew Edith Wharton!!’” Having secured her listeners’ undivided
attention, Brooke Astor then went on to describe her brief friendship with the great writer and
touch on recent experiences related to their meeting. She spoke of historic houses and their
perils. Inspired by this topic, she told the story of being lost at Hatfield. “By the end the audience
was standing and cheering,” recalled Ryskamp.Roxana Robinson, too, remembered the evening
vividly. At the table, Brooke Astor asked Ashton Hawkins and Roxana when Edith Wharton died,
and Roxana said she believed it was 1937—several years before Brooke Astor and her second
husband bought their house in the Berkshires. Then, when it came her turn to speak, Brooke
Astor gave a very moving speech about knowing Edith Wharton, liking her, and the two of them
sharing an interest in dogs. “When Mrs. Astor said, ‘Edith Wharton loved her dogs—she was so
cozy and we had such a good time,’ Ashton and I tried not to laugh,” recalled Roxana. “But the
audience swallowed it whole. Everybody cheered. They loved it. You could hear the whole room
thrumming with excitement.”“At the beginning, even though she was so bright, Brooke’s
speeches were written out and then she added a little something,” Ryskamp reflected, looking
back at the turn the evening had taken. “She added a little something because the speeches



didn’t entirely get at what she had to say. Now she had to ad-lib. She wasn’t able to read a
prepared talk. But the spark was still there.”“She had them in the palm of her hand,” recalled
Copeland. “Her visiting with Edith Wharton was of course impossible. Wharton hadn’t been living
in Lenox in years.”As it happened, there may have been some reason for Brooke Astor to believe
she had met Edith Wharton. Or at least to experience some confusion with regard to that point.
Two decades earlier she had written that owing to the fact that her mother spoke so vividly about
the great writers and artists she had met, it was hard sometimes to be sure whether she herself
had spent time in their company. “Did I meet Maurice Rostand? Had I known Saint-Gaudens,
and did I have tea with Edith Wharton?” She thought not, but even then there had been some
uncertainty. With time it would have become more difficult to tell where memory left off and her
mother’s stories began.“Nothing was said after Mrs. Astor returned to the table,” recalled Roxana
Robinson. Of course there was little one could say. And by then the party was breaking up. But
for Roxana Robinson and Ashton Hawkins the evening was far from over. Suddenly there was a
crash and there was blood all over Ashton’s head and blood on the sleeve of her dress. Where
had all this blood come from? Roxana, who had been struck on the back of the head, had no
idea. It took a while to understand that someone—perhaps a passing waiter—had tripped over a
wire, toppling a heavy speaker that was positioned high on a nearby pole. In the midst of all this
excitement Brooke Astor was being quietly ushered from the ballroom by Charles Ryskamp. By
the time anyone thought to look for her, she was nowhere to be seen.Roxana wet napkins with
iced water to clean some of the blood from Ashton’s head and managed to get him into a cab
and take him seven blocks north to the Lenox Hill Hospital emergency room, where someone
immediately checked him out to see that his case was not urgent, and then left them to find two
vacant seats in the reception area and wait their turn. The bleeding hadn’t stopped, but it was
beginning to slow, and they were still waiting when Jock and Elly Elliott showed up, apologizing
for the delay. Elly Elliott had lost a bracelet on Lexington Avenue and they had been trying to
track it down.“Ashton and I told them to go on home,” recalled Roxana, “but they insisted on
waiting. Everywhere you looked there were typical emergency room patients and here you had
two men in boiled shirts.” There were no nurses or doctors where they were waiting. No one to
ask how long it would be before Ashton could be seen by a doctor. There was a middle-aged
guard at a desk behind a screen who was in charge. At about two a.m. the phone rang and he
answered. After a few minutes of conversation, he asked if there was an Ashton Hawkins in the
room. Mrs. Vincent Astor wanted to make sure he was all right. “How she knew where we were
I’ll never know,” said Roxana. She may have checked with all the local emergency rooms. Or it
may have simply been a lucky guess. Elly never got her bracelet back but Ashton got seen by a
doctor not long after that. It was typical Brooke.”At the Union Club that night, Louis Auchincloss
managed to contain himself, although on the way out he did mutter something to Anna Glen
Vietor, a cousin of Brooke Astor’s beloved second husband. “As the two of us left together he
said, ‘There’s Brooke, typically remembering a lot of things that never happened,’” Anna Glen
Vietor would later recall.But a few days later, when he spotted Charles Ryskamp at the



Knickerbocker Club, Louis Auchincloss felt no need to keep his voice down. “In the men’s dining
room there were ten men eating and a voice booms out,” recalled Ryskamp. “‘Brooke had no
cause to say that. She never knew Edith Wharton. Why did she say that?’” In fact Louis
Auchincloss believed he knew why his old friend Brooke had said that and he credited it to no
more than the confusion that can accompany extreme old age.Roxana Robinson, who had no
idea why Brooke Astor had said that, knew only that the evening had been transformed. “It was
like the Queen of England’s saying ‘I put my blessing on all of you. I knight you. Carry this with
you.’”Charles Ryskamp, who had no wish to start up an argument in the men’s dining room of the
Knickerbocker, did not get into a long discussion with Louis Auchincloss then or later, but
begged to disagree with him. He credited Brooke’s saying that to something ingrained and long
apparent in her nature. “She said that to make them happy.”TwoTHE
PATCHWORKCHILDHOOD, 1902–1919I had the priceless advantage of being an only child.All
her life Brooke Russell Astor tried to see to it that those around her were happy. And, more often
than not, she succeeded. First, because her own nature tended to be sunny. Second, because
she was prepared, if necessary, to make an extra effort. Finally, because as long as she could
remember, she had known how to please those she cared about. On occasion there were
failures. But if she failed, it was rarely for want of trying.Always she believed she had been
blessed with the happiest of childhoods. As an only child she had never had to compete with any
brothers or sisters for her parents’ affection. To the abundant love she had received from both
parents Brooke Astor credited her ability to steer a steady course in the face of serious assaults,
an abiding faith that, whatever happened, all would come right in the end, and a long-standing
conviction that everyone she met was worthy of serious attention.To be an only child can provide
an enduring sense of security. On the other hand, it can also result in a heightened sense of
one’s own importance. “Don’t get beyond yourself,” the young Brooke Astor was warned early on.
For all that the love she received was strong and abundant, it was never unconditional. She was
expected to abide by certain rules. To tell the truth. To work hard. To stretch her mind. To take
advantage of the circumstances life offered. And, no less important, to take the needs of those
around her into consideration. If rules are fair, they need not seem onerous. For Brooke Astor
those set by her parents soon became second nature.Certainly to be an only child can be a
mixed blessing. By providing a heightened sense of the child’s own importance, it can make any
disruption to this secure family setting doubly disturbing—if only because the child may feel
some responsibility for whatever is going wrong. What made life on occasion difficult for the
young Brooke Astor was the undeniable fact that while her parents might agree on many things,
they not only possessed very different natures but had been raised to subscribe to very different
standards of behavior. Inevitably there were clashes. Or at the very least there were cracks in the
united front they presented. To smooth over these fissures called for the skills of a diplomat. To
be on guard for them called for the highly developed senses and quick reflexes of a practiced
double agent.Roberta Brooke Russell was born on March 30, 1902, in Portsmouth, New
Hampshire, a not particularly prepossessing fishing port, situated on the narrow wedge of land



that separates Massachusetts from Maine, where her father—a graduate of Annapolis and a
captain in the United States Marine Corps—happened to be stationed at the time. The new baby
had been named for her maternal grandmother, but early on she would drop the “Roberta”—
sometimes admitting to it and sometimes claiming that she had been the first “Brooke.” Her
parents, Captain John Henry Russell Jr. and the former Mabel Howard, had been married for a
little less than a year.John Henry Russell, twenty-nine at his daughter’s birth, was the son of a
career naval officer raised in Maryland who had been a member of the first graduating class at
Annapolis and then fought with distinction on the Union side during the Civil War. Perhaps owing
to the vicissitudes of a military life, the war hero had married late. After a long career in the
service of his country, he had retired to California as a rear admiral. To his third child and only
son he had left a small house he owned in Washington, D.C.For the young Brooke Russell, her
father’s parents would always remain upright, irreproachable, and so remote as to be barely
distinct. Both were dead by the time their son married. The only time the retired rear admiral
would take on any life for his granddaughter was when she heard the story of how he tried to see
to it that his son did not follow in his footsteps and make a career in the navy. With no backing
from his father and no California billet at Annapolis available, John Henry Russell Jr.—showing
already the stern stuff he was made of—appealed directly to President Grover Cleveland for an
appointment.While her father’s family would always remain shadowy figures, the young Brooke
had ample time to observe her mother’s family at close hand. Three months after his daughter’s
birth, John Henry Russell received orders to report for sea duty. The Howard family, too, had a
house in Washington—one that was more solid and imposing than the house inherited by their
daughter’s new husband. There Brooke would live with her mother until his return.For an alert
child the Howard family presented a fascinating study in contradictions. Brooke’s grandfather,
George Howard, had emigrated as a young man from England and trained as a lawyer, while her
grandmother, born Roberta Brooke McGill, fancied herself a member of the Southern landed
aristocracy. As such, she harbored a healthy respect for wealth and position. Making do with
such money as her husband gave her, she prided herself on a well-managed household. Her
pretensions and overfondness for creature comforts were at least partially redeemed by her
ability to tell a good story. For a daughter she might be difficult. But for a granddaughter she was,
more often than not, a source of delight.George Howard had literary ambitions as well as a law
practice sufficiently successful to keep his family in some comfort. At one point he was working
on a study of crime and criminals in Great Britain. On the other hand, his wife’s primary ambition
seemed to be that her four daughters marry well—that is, better than she herself had married. In
this she bore a certain resemblance to Mrs. Bennet in Pride and Prejudice. Unlike Mrs. Bennet,
she had a son—whose future seems scarcely to have concerned her. Owing to her husband’s
unfortunate midlife conversion to Catholicism, her four daughters had been sent as boarders to
an Academy of the Sacred Heart outside Philadelphia. There they received a firm grounding in
the French language and a fine education that did nothing, for a time at least, to alter the girls’
fundamental agnosticism or their healthy appreciation of the great importance to be placed on a



sizable fortune.For Mabel Howard to marry John Russell was to fly in the face of her manifest
destiny. A career in public service was never going to make this serious and irreproachable
young man rich. But Mabel Howard wasn’t getting any younger and there were no serious suitors
in the offing. In the end love triumphed. She was the first of the four sisters to marry.When John
Russell received his orders in June 1902, there was no thought of his wife’s taking up residence
in the little house he had inherited. New babies require care and attention. The Howard women
were delighted to help look after little Roberta Brooke while welcoming Mabel back to the
fold.For three years Roberta Brooke Russell enjoyed all the pleasures and prerogatives that are
considered the just due of a first grandchild. If her mother was only one of many kindly figures
attending to her needs, she was the one who read aloud to her from Rudyard Kipling’s The
Jungle Book. If there were conflicts or recriminations in this household dominated by women,
she was never aware of them. If there was no father present in her life, there was more than
sufficient love. And when, after some three years, her father returned for good, it was love at first
sight. “Little Woman,” he called her, much to her initial delight and enduring satisfaction. What
the other woman in John Russell’s life made of this first meeting there is no way of knowing. That
her husband and daughter took to each other immediately must have seemed a promising
beginning. If Mabel had cause for jealousy, her daughter seems to have entertained no such
possibility—even in retrospect, some sixty years later.Brooke Russell Astor would go on to write
most eloquently about her childhood, first in great detail in Patchwork Child and then in the
opening pages of a second book, Footprints. Blessed with what can seem to be total recall, a
keen eye for detail, a love of words, a feeling for the shape of a narrative, and a gift, not unlike
her Grandmother Howard’s, for telling a good story, she would offer her readers a memorable
account of a childhood that bridged three continents and two worlds.By the time she wrote her
first memoir there were very few people in a position to contradict her. Nonetheless, as late as
the spring of 2005, Anna Glen Vietor would say that she had a friend with a family member who
had been minister in Peking at the time the Russells were there and go on to add, “According to
my friend, Brooke highly exaggerated her Peking experience. She never moved in those
diplomatic circles.” One year later, Louis Auchincloss, who had admired the book and even given
it a blurb, would speak with some amusement about his dear friend Brooke’s trying to disguise
her age during all the important events in her memoirs and of his teasing her one time about how
she must be a lot older than she was letting on if she actually witnessed the funeral of China’s
infamous Dowager Empress, who died in 1908. “Why, I must have seen it as a babe in my
father’s arms, ” Brooke had said with a laugh, not about to be thrown off her stride by a mere
date.A child’s perception of events is not necessarily accurate and in the course of writing her
memoirs, Brooke Astor’s memory played the usual trick of telescoping some incidents and
drawing out others. For instance, she believed she had lived in China for four years when in fact
it had been three at most. She also believed that she had witnessed the funeral of the Dowager
Empress, marked by all the pomp and pageantry of a rapidly vanishing feudal world, long before
her father arranged for certain Peking notables to witness a demonstration of one of the



wonderful new flying machines the American military had ordered from the Wright brothers. In
fact both events had probably taken place more or less at the same time. If anything the funeral
had come later. Progress is not necessarily orderly. And the modern and feudal can occasionally
overlap.By the time she wrote the second book, there was virtually no one alive from her early
years and even her first marriage. She might call the second book “an autobiography,” but, like
the first, it was highly subjective and gave no precise dates for any important events in her life. In
both books she was—among other things—fudging her age, taking care to systematically pare
away two years, if not more. (For something like an accurate chronology, one has to rely on the
dates to be found in the register of her father’s personal papers assembled by the Marine Corps
and published in 1987.)Brooke Astor’s first memoir was published in 1962, when she was still
finding her way as president of the Vincent Astor Foundation and was hardly a household name.
The second came out in 1980, when she was famous. The first, which depends on well-shaped
dramatic narrative, can be seen as the work of an aspiring novelist. The second—which starts
off with a string of aphorisms that in less skilled hands might come across as pronouncements—
is more guarded about some aspects of her childhood, particularly her experience with boys.It
would be fair to say that the young Brooke Russell’s sheltered early years came to an end when
John Henry Russell gathered up his little family of two women and carried them off with him—
first to nearby Annapolis, where he stayed two years and was promoted to major; then to Hawaii,
where he remained one year; and then to Panama, where, soon after completing his first year,
he was bitten by a rabid dog and was rushed, along with his terrified wife and daughter, to New
York for treatment. For the next two years John Russell and his family lived in Newport, where he
had been assigned to the Naval War College. And then, when his daughter, Brooke, was eight
years old, he was assigned to head the guard for the American legation in Peking.By giving the
young Brooke Russell no time to forge close friendships with children her own age, the constant
reassignments that characterize a career officer’s life threw her into the company of servants
and adults. With servants she did well when they were kind or sympathetic. But, like most young
children, she was helpless in the face of a nurse who abused her. With adults she tended to fare
better, but even here there were occasional missteps—one of which took place in Panama,
when she unwittingly betrayed her mother to a neighbor by innocently parroting her mother’s
observation that the rockers on the woman’s porch made her home look like a “summer
boardinghouse.” At the time of this gaffe Brooke was five years old.From early on, her dogs and
her dolls served as the child’s most satisfying companions. The dolls could be packed up and
shipped, but with each move the dogs would be left behind. Inevitably she would find her way
below stairs to the cooks and maids and to the gardeners and butlers. While this may have
contributed to the remarkable ease she showed in the company of members of all classes that
she displayed as an adult, it had its drawbacks, depending once again on the character of the
servant she was thrown in with.Given all this upheaval, it is not surprising that by the time she
arrived in Newport the six-year-old Brooke Russell had trouble sleeping. To pass the time, while
sleep persisted in eluding her, she would sometimes tell herself scary stories. One night, though,



the storytelling got out of hand, terrifying her so thoroughly she later woke from a light sleep to
discover she was all alone in their Newport house, with neither her parents nor her nurse
anywhere within the reach of her voice. Not daring to go back to bed, she curled up in her
blanket at the top of the front stairs, to make sure that her parents would rescue her when they
returned.In Patchwork Child the story of the Panama gaffe has the feel of a much told anecdote
that has taken on the polish of a set piece. This second story, on the other hand, feels painful
and raw. To be able to write about what happened suggests a certain distance, but this waking
nightmare can only have heightened the horror some ninety years later, when she found herself
alone in the dark, locked out of her room and lost in a long corridor at Hatfield, one of the great
houses of England—a corridor that was not nearly as long or as wide as her telling might lead a
listener to believe.Brooke Astor lived in China from the time she was 8 1/2 years old to the time
she was 11 1/2. Always she believed that her early life helped forge her character, while giving
her a perspective very different from that of the average American child of her time. Particularly
her years in Peking. For one thing, there was the one summer she spent with her mother in the
Temple of One Hundred Courtyards, a Buddhist monastery in the Western Hills, where the
priests taught her to think of each tree and rock as more than just another object. In her nineties,
when she added an introduction to her first memoir, she wrote: “They told me that everything in
nature was as much alive as I was. Every tree and every flower must be respected and you must
let them know that they—and particularly a venerable tree—must be given real love, a touch,
and a happy word. . . .”But every bit as important was the ritualized and at times frenetic social
life that took place within the Legation Quarter. In 1962, she wrote: “It was an Edwardian life in an
eighteenth-century atmosphere. For me it was the normal grown-up world. I sensed intrigue
around me but it was masked in discretion. I heard talk that I did not understand and I saw things
that made no sense. . . . As a result, I became quite sophisticated but absurdly innocent—a
rather ridiculous combination.”Carefully choosing her words, she contrasted her two parents—
saying they were like oil and water, before touching on the crux of her dilemma: “Mother was
mercurial, fascinating, and intellectual. Father was steadfast, stern, and endlessly
compassionate and loving. With these two totally dissimilar characters, how could life be simple
for me?” There is one incident dramatized at some length in both Patchwork Child and Footprints
that illustrates the difficulty of being the child of John and Mabel. The incident is said to have
taken place in China and a 1913 diary entry included in the second version of Patchwork Child
suggests she was eleven years old. The entry is succinct: “Mother and Father quarelled [sic] at
lunch, and then remained cross. So, I told Father to go over to the K.T. Club, so as to see Mother.
Father is like a snail without a shell without Mother.” The K.T. Club was not a real club, but simply
a place where one of the younger diplomats kept open house at cocktail time, and it would not
be mentioned the second time she told the story, in Footprints, where the account would be
pared down and Mabel would seem less cavalier.The quarrel apparently started at a small family
lunch where the three of them were celebrating her parents’ anniversary. In the midst of this
special occasion Mabel made the mistake of asking her husband if he loved her as much as



ever and then, when he replied that of course he loved her, going on to ask him if he had ever
been irritated with her. The total silence that greeted this question led Mabel to rush from the
room in tears and shut herself up in her bedroom, leaving both Brooke and her father visibly
upset, although he assured his Little Woman that all would soon be right again. But that night,
when her father returned from work, the door to the bedroom remained closed. Only when
Brooke interceded on his behalf, did the door open a crack, giving him an opportunity to sweep
his wife into his arms.For the moment everything was put right again. But the child who had
served as peacemaker was already beginning to understand the fragile nature of this
reconciliation. In Patchwork Child she simply told readers she then went off to spend the night
with her dolls, but this incident was soon followed with another charged exchange when Mabel
received a gift from one of her gentleman friends and John, clearly displeased with all the tokens
of admiration she had been receiving, particularly from some of her foreign admirers, let her
know: “[S]ome American men don’t like to have these foreigners hanging on their wives’ hands
and kissing them. One thing leads to another.” When Mabel seemed to be taken aback, he
informed her that he was not talking about himself and assured her, “I know you would never
have your head turned by these ridiculous ‘je ne sais quoi’ young men.” In Footprints, when her
mother was long dead, Brooke Astor did not bother with a comic scene. Instead, she rounded off
the reconciliation at the bedroom door with a bittersweet coda. Her mother, she wrote, never
again asked her father if he had ever been irritated with her, knowing full well the answer she
would get. Her flirtations continued to cause him pain, but he did his best to hold his tongue. On
the other hand, faced with a direct question, “even at the risk of breaking his heart, he could not
tell an untruth.”Mabel Russell was an unrepentant and incorrigible flirt, who had no intention of
changing her ways but also had no desire for her daughter to follow in her path. “Do as I say, not
as I do,” she told the young Brooke. But the effect Mabel had on men was not something a
daughter could easily ignore. At her best, Mabel could be counted on to add a dash of gaiety
and high spirits to any social gathering. She was the one who saw to it that all three Russells,
with no real claim to such a position among the American diplomatic community, were soon at
the center of British and French legation life. By sheer dint of her determination she made herself
“the Belle of Peking.”It is clear, though, that, despite the writer’s many protestations to the
contrary, she much preferred her father. And, without question, he adored her. If John Russell
could be stern and unbending, he was also fair. If he demanded much of her, he was also
prepared to reward any serious effort on her part. He bribed her to start learning the Chinese
language by promising her any pet she wanted. By the end, she had acquired a pony, a donkey,
five hedgehogs, and three dogs. He always took seriously what she had to say. By nature he was
serious. But he was not without humor, his daughter was careful to point out, calling him “a merry
saint.” He was a merry saint who liked women and respected them. Because he respected the
two women in his life, he also expected a great deal from them.Although Brooke Astor would
always claim that her mother, too, adored her, one has the feeling that Mabel’s gaze was often
directed elsewhere. Whenever the child managed to capture her mother’s attention, the results



were, at best, mixed. For Mabel, Brooke wasn’t pretty enough. Or accomplished enough. And
her taste in friends was definitely disappointing. They lacked chic. At the small school Brooke
attended at the British legation with the sons and daughters of diplomats, her closest friend was
the poorly dressed daughter of an American missionary. For Mabel, this plain little girl, blessed
with a great gift for telling bloodcurdling stories, had nothing to recommend her.Mabel Russell’s
taste in stories was far more refined and cosmopolitan than her daughter’s friend’s. Like her
British-born father, she had literary aspirations—although she herself had no desire to sit down
in a quiet corner with pen and paper. Instead, she chose to preside over the Peking version of an
international salon—one frequented by attractive men and women from the French and British
embassies as well as the occasional American. She was also a founding member of a book
group. And, to provide additional diversion, she helped organize elaborate costume parties for
both legation adults and their children. In Peking, with a house full of servants and a rate of
exchange that favored the dollar, it didn’t matter that she and her husband weren’t rich. They
were privileged nonetheless.But privilege and the walls of the Legation Quarter could not protect
the young Brooke Russell from brushing up against the violence of this turbulent period in
Chinese history. Leaving a friend’s house one winter afternoon later than was wise, when the sky
was already darkening, she and her amah were warned that there were “bad men” about.
Hurrying home in their rickshaws, they soon found themselves in streets where men and women
were scurrying for cover and the few remaining merchants were hurriedly closing their shops. It
was then that she came upon a sight she would never forget: “Down the middle of the road were
tripods and hanging by their pigtails from these tripods were severed heads.” What made it all
the more horrible were the “staring” eyes and “great bloody cords [that] hung from their necks.”
Just when she felt trapped in a “nightmare” worse than any bloodcurdling tale her best friend
could concoct, there came a group of soldiers from the British legation sent out to search for
them and see them safely home to their own compound, where there were sandbags
barricading the entrance and Marines “at the ready.”
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Katherine, “A Life Worth Living by Sharing. Having grown up on the border of this society in the
Newport area, I really could believe the life that she led. I enjoyed the way the author seemed to
be able to see both sides of this elite group of people. I was really taken in with the way she
learned to manipulate her life in the best interest of others for most of her life. This gave her a
purpose to do most things to her satisfaction and reaping the benefits of this knowledge was
what kept her living her life to the fullest.  Too bad her only child never could do likewise.”

Ryan Field, “You'll Like This. A nice book. I enjoyed it, it was well-written, and I would
recommend it to other who are interested in Mrs. Astor.”

Yours truly, “As a former New Yorker....I enjoyed this book very much. I might’ve been too young
when Brooke Astor was in her heyday and I don’t remember seeing the headlines of what was
occurring at the time, I thoroughly enjoyed reading this book!. I give credit to the author for all of
the research done in this incredible true story of Brooke Astor and all the people entwined in her
life.”

Peggy K, “A really good story about a lady that I knew nothing about. A really good story about a
lady that I knew nothing about; a lifestyle that I have no idea about. Mostly though... the book
gave us a human interest story and the difference between her.. and her sons... and how
humans deal with wealth, position and power.”

Annette Schiffer, “GREAT STORY!. Living here in New Jersey, we are always reading about the
great society matrons of NewYork City and Brooke Astor was no exception. I loved this book. It
really delved into herlife before she met and married into the Astor family and seemed to be a no-
holds barred bookabout her after marrying into one of the wealthiest families in the country... I
recommendthis book to anyone who enjoys biographies.  Great bedtime reading.”
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