THE BOSTON GLOBE
February 26, 198

8

ALICE ROOSEVELT LONGWORTH/CAROL FELSENTHAL

Alice through the looking glass

ALICE ROOSEVELT LONG-
WORTH, by Carol Feisenthal.
Putnam. 320 pp. $19.95. litustraz-
od.

By Carol Flake
Special to the Globe

Among fables of celebrityhood
in America, the story of Alice Roo-
sevelt Longworth holds a peculiar
— e place. Far from

BoOK fading from the

REVIEW public eye as
she grew older,
the beauttful cidest daughter of
Theodore Roosevelt rematned fam-
ous for most of her 97 years.
Courted in her teens as the “prin-
ceas of the White House,” she ex-
tended her reign over Washington
sociely from administration to ad-
ministration, from generation to
generation. enthralling a succes-
slon of presidents from Calvin
Coolidge to Cerald Ford. At the
end of her life, a frall nonagenar-
lan, she was still being courted by
the latest occupant of the White
House - Jimmy Carter,

She never heid office. never
wrole anything worthy of note,
and Mubbed her only attempts at
public speaking. As she once de-
scribed herself, she was “less wit
than mimic. more wit than wise."
And yet she remained a legend in
Washington. an ageless moau-
ment in a ficklke, turnover town,
the grande dame whose dinner in-
vitations could offer the pricelcss
imprimatur of old money and oid-
lne power,

In ker new blography of Alice
Roosevelt Longworth, Carol Fel-
senthal attempts the difficult task
of capluring an elusive. cranky
personalily, a woman whose
greatest passion was for making
mischief and whose legacy of wit
remains the flceting stulf of party
Pranks and after-dinner anec-
doles. A task, one would think.
simtlar 10 trying to evoke the mali-
¢lous presence of Dorothy Parker
in her cups at Lhe Algonquin,

As Frlsenthal tells it. the Alice
Rooscvelt Longworth story brgins
with the poor-little-sich-pir| juira-
digm: the negiected daughter of a
famous father. In most blogra-
phics of Teddy Koosevell, In Faet,
his cidest daughicr appears as lit-
the more than a fontnote.

After the death of her mother.,
the lovely Hostoniun Atke Lee. fol-
lowing a ditficuit birth. younry Al-
fce Roosevelt saw little of her fa-
ther. who faced his grief as he was
1o [ace orher seihacks — by gallup-
It away from them, As Teddy
Rooscvett once wrote. “Care rarcly
sits behind 3 rider whose pace ts
fast enough.” As & youth, Hoose-
wvelt had skinned and eviscerated
the subjects of his nature studies.
and as an adull, e continged his
assault on nature via saiarl. lic
scorned the comfortable lives of

. ere

. 1988 Globe flic photo
Alice Roosevelt Longworth en-
thralled a succession of presi-
dents from Coolidge to Ford.

his fellow Harvard patricians, ex-
claiming once in a letter of “the
decorous hopelessness of their

Jlives.

Allee. t00. loved adventure and
hated conformity. And she re-
mained loyal to her father, even to
the detriment of her marriage,
During her honeymoon, she and
Nichelas Longworth traveled by
horseback over the route Her ra-
ther had led the Rough Riders to
San Juan Hill. And when her fa-
Lher decided to challencé Republi-
can Incumbent William Taft, cre-
ating the Buli Moose party. Alice
threw her support to the Bull
Moose candidate for her hus-
band's Concvressional scal, Ac-
cording 1o Felsenthal. she actually
seemed o relish her part in her
husband's defeat.

Alice Roosevelt Longworth was |
stil more crucl to her lyde Park |
cousins. Franklin and F:Iennor.’
Following Franklin Rooseveli's
election to the White House, Alice
perfected a devastating imitation
of Eleanor and (old fricnds that
Franklin was “two-thirds mush |
and one-lhird Elranor.” As Fel-
senthal puts it. “Eleanor respond- -
ed 10 her Insecurity by hecoming
the nation’s preeminent do-gonc
er.” while " Allce reapornied to her
Inserurity by showind off.” Dur-

ing her right-wing phase, when
she flirted with the crackpot antts
communist fringe, she once exs
claimed. “T'd rather vote for Hitler.
than vote for Frankiin for a third
term.” Undoubtedly, Alice took.
after her father, bagging her tro-
phies with malice and wit rather,
than 2 rifle. e
And yet Alice Roosevelt Long-,
worth reserved the greatest cruel:
ty for her own daughter. eventual-
ly driving her to suicide. Long,
worth neglected her daughier as-
she had been neglected. criticizing
the plain young girl for not being.
interesting and amusing, sty

For If Alice Roosevelt Longe.
worth valued anything. it was~
amusement. It was for bedevil--
ment value that she admired Jo-.

3 ’ Y —seph McCarthy and then Richard
3 %

Nixon. abandoning them when:
they became tiresome. She evens
tolerated Calvin Coolidge for his.
dry, Yankee wit, althouph she-
ence claimed that he had been-
“weaned on a pickle.” She pice

tizalarly enjoyed the Kennedys. al< -

though she turned back froni ar-
visit ta John F. Kennedy's graves
following his assassination, tel
Ing her companions that it would:
have hurt her image 10 be seen it
mourning. %L

This is hardly an edifying tale;
with a final image of Longworth
fading away In_her house on;
Massachusetis Avenue, an Amerfd

can Miss Havisham. carrying on' .
amid shredding drapes and the.
mangy ruins of her father's hunt!”

Ing trophies. Nevertheless. Fali”

_senthal does a creditable job of'/

evoking the gossipy whirl of the!
Washington merry-go-round,’
where even monuments can slide’
away Into insigniticance. i




