
THE LIFE AND LOVES OF JOHN BRISBEN WALKER!
by Patrick Gilmartin	
!
On July 7, 1931, in a room in Brooklyn Heights, 
with only the woman thought by many to be his 
third wife by his side, the last breath of John 
Brisben Walker ebbed away,1 as earlier had the 
several fortunes he had made.  So ended the life 
of the military adventurer, journalist, publisher, 
land developer, entertainment impresario, peace 
activist, and questionable monogamist, who was 
responsible for constructing Irvington’s largest 
building and pioneering the automobile 
industry in the Hudson Valley.!!
Born on the banks of the Monongahela River 
outside of Pittsburgh in 1847, Walker had 
already led an extraordinary life before he and 
his first wife moved to Irvington in 1894, with 
their daughter and seven sons, and probably his 
parents.2 !!
After a brief stint at Georgetown College, 
Walker transferred to West Point in 1865, only to 
resign in 1868 without graduating. As a cadet he 
had been court-martialed twice for violating 

Military Academy rules, so perhaps he 
concluded that he was not a good fit for the U.S. 
Army.3 Nevertheless, he quickly found a use for 
his military training, accompanying the Envoy 
of the United States to China, which was then 
recovering from a devasting 14-year civil war. 
What precisely Walker did in China is opaque. 
Depending on the source consulted, he either 
served as a general in the Imperial Army,4 was a 
simple soldier, or translated into Chinese a 
manual of military tactics for the Military 
Department of the Imperial Government.5 !
!
What is certain is that in 1870 Walker returned 
to the United States, moved to West Virginia, 
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founded a weekly newspaper— the Charleston 
Herald—and hired David Hunter Strother to be 
its editor.6 On April 17, 1871, in Martinsburg, 
Berkeley County, West Virginia, Walker married 
Strother’s daughter, Emily.7!

!

!!
With local financial backing, Walker then 
invested in land across the river from 
Charleston. He made his first fortune by 
developing the property as a residential and 
industrial community, only to lose everything in 
the Panic of 1873 when various railroads went 
bankrupt, causing the failure of the banks that 
had financed them.8!!
After his real estate venture collapsed, Walker was 
asked by the editor of the Cincinnati Commercial-
Gazette to do a series of articles on the mineral and 
manufacturing industries of the West and their 
future prospects. These were well received by the 
reading public. He was then offered and accepted 
the job of managing editor of the Pittsburgh 

Telegraph, which led to him being hired in 1876 as 
managing editor of the Washington Daily Chronicle, 
the capitol’s leading daily. He moved his growing 
family to the District of Columbia and remained 
there until 1879,9 when he was appointed 
Commissioner by the U.S. Agriculture Department, 
tasked with determining agriculture possibilities in 
arid regions of the West.10!!
Walker moved his family to Colorado and, with 
what he had learned as Commissioner, decided 
to try his hand at farming. He purchased 1,600 
acres in north Denver and used what he knew 
about irrigation to grow alfalfa as a cash crop.11 
This turned out to be a lucrative business and 
within ten years his Berkeley Farm was the 
largest alfalfa grower in Colorado.12 With his 
farming profits, he again turned to real estate 
development. !!
In 1880, Walker bought 550 lots in Denver near 
the Platte River on which over the ensuing years 
he developed an amusement park. In 1887 more 
than 20,000 people came to the opening of River 
Front Park. It featured a racetrack, medieval 
castle, baseball park, toboggan slide, exhibition 
hall, and a grandstand with a seating capacity of 
5,000 in which Walker staged Denver’s first 
rodeo. Performances were given aboard a 
showboat every summer evening, but the 
Sunday shows were cancelled after the manager 
was arrested and the company fined for 
violating blue laws. Walker also bought and 
reclaimed waterlogged tracts in the Platte River 
valley. His investment in these was said to be 
$100,000 and they were bought by railroads for a 
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reputed $1,000,000.13 In 1893 he sold River Front 
Park to the City of Denver, shortly before the 
Panic of 1893 that might have lost him his 
fortune for a second time.14 !!
In 1888, Walker returned to his journalistic 
pursuits. He sold Berkeley Farm to a group of 
investors and used part of the proceeds to buy for 
$360,000 The Cosmopolitan, an insolvent monthly 
magazine with a circulation of 16,000.15 He moved 
himself and his family back East, to Orange, New 
Jersey,16 to undertake direct management of the 
magazine. Shortly thereafter, Walker, on a ferry en 
route to his office, read in The World that its star 
reporter Nelly Bly was about to attempt a round-
the-world trip in less time than the 80 days it had 
taken the hero of Jules Verne’s popular novel 
published 16 years earlier. Six hours after Walker 
arrived at his office, his 28-year-old literary editor, 
Elizabeth Bisland, was on a train to San Francisco 

to begin a race 
around the 
world in the 
opposite 
direction. The 
race between 
Bisland and Bly 
was covered by 
newspapers 
across the United 
States and 
proved a boon to 
the country’s 

gambling houses. Both completed their journey in 
under 80 days. Though Bly won by four days, 
finishing in 72, the race boosted circulation of The 
Cosmopolitan.17!

!
In 1894, Walker became an Irvington resident 
when he leased then bought Rosedale, the 
mansion formerly owned by the late Danford 
Barney (whose driveway became Station Road), 
together with a large part of the surrounding 
property. He promptly commissioned famed 
architect Stanford White to build a new 
headquarters for his now-thriving magazine 
downhill from his home on the banks of the 
Hudson River. The three-story stone Neo-
Classical Revival building is the largest in 
Irvington and is now known as the Trent 
Building after a family that later owned it.!!

One year after moving to Irvington, Walker had 
Cosmopolitan sponsor the second automobile 
race ever held in the United States. The 
magazine offered an aggregate of $3,000 in 
prizes to whomever first completed the 52-mile 
round trip from City Hall, Manhattan, to the 
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Rosedale, Walker’s Irvington mansion, built in 
1853 by silk merchant Theodore McNamee.

After purchasing The Cosmopolitan magazine, 
Walker refashioned it and began attracting 
noted writers such as Arthur Conan Doyle.
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Ardsley County Club (at its original location, 
now the site of Hudson House) and back. On 
May 30, 1895, then called Decoration Day, six 
cars started up Broadway behind riders on 
horseback who cleared the road of pedestrians 
and onlookers. Only three cars made it out of 
Manhattan and only two of them could make it 
up the hill by the club under their own power; 
all had to be pushed by spectators. The two did 
manage to finish the race back at City Hall.18!

!
Walker became enamored with the possibilities 
of the automobile, particularly steam-powered 
vehicles made by the Stanley brothers, one of 
whose cars had set a new speed record of 27.4 
miles per hour in November 1898.19 In early 
summer 1899,Walker succeeded in buying the 
Stanley brothers’ company and patents for 
$250,000. He partnered with Amzi Barber, a 
fellow Irvington resident who amassed a 
fortune making and selling asphalt used to 
pave roads around the country, including 
Pennsylvania Avenue in Washington, D.C. The 
partnership was very short-lived, dissolving on 
July 18, 1899. In the split-up, Barber got the 
Stanley factory in Watertown, MA, together 
with most of the steamers under production, 
which he sold as Locomobiles. Walker wound up 
with the rights to produce steamers and a piece 
of undeveloped land in North Tarrytown (now 
Sleepy Hollow) on which he built a factory to 
do so. It wasn’t until March 1900 that the first 
Mobile, as he called his car, was ready for sale.20!

!
Walker, accompanied by his 8-year-old son, Justin, 
displayed the hill-climbing prowess of autos 

(presumably a Mobile) on September 8, 1900, by 
driving one up Pike’s Peak to a height of 11,000 
feet, reported to be the highest altitude ever 
reached by an auto.21 In August of the following 
year one of his cars, driven by others, reached the 
top. However, gasoline-powered cars were being 
improved rapidly and Barber quickly recognized 
that the future belonged to them. In 1901 he sold 
the Locomobile factory and patents back to the 
Stanley brothers.22 It was not until late 1903, when 
Walker had produced only 600 Mobiles, that he 
came to the same realization and shut down the 
Mobile Company of America.23 The current 
Watson residence on Station Road was used by 
Walker to garage his personal Mobiles.!

In 1905, when circulation of Cosmopolitan had 
increased to about 400,000 copies a month, 
Walker sold it to William Randolph Hearst for a !
sum variously reported as $400,000 and 
$1,000,000. Not long after, what seems to be a 
press release appeared in identical form in 
several newspapers24 around the country under 
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the caption “Why It Was Sold.” In pertinent part, 
it read:!

…a sudden change in public favor from steam 
to the French gasoline car left the company 
with branch houses from Boston to San 
Francisco and losses exceeding $1,700,000. Mr. 
Walker personally assumed the indebtedness 
of the Mobile Company of America, and not 
only paid it off in full, but returned to every 
shareholder the amount of his investment, 
with interest. This action required the sale of 
the Cosmopolitan Magazine, Kingsland Point, 
and some other properties. Mr. Walker will 
hereafter devote his fullest energies to the 
building up of the Twentieth Century 
Magazine.!

With some short interruptions, Walker’s North 
Tarrytown site (Kingsland Point) continued to be 
used to build autos until June 1996, when General 
Motors finally stopped production of cars there 
and closed the facility.  !!
In November 1890, two years after the Walkers 
had moved east, a woman about 23 years old25 
named Ethel Richmond accompanied Walker, his 
wife Emily, and their 11-year-old son James 
Randolph Walker on a trip to Colorado.26 This 
suggests that Ethel may have been a nanny for 
Walker’s family rather than his secretary, as some 
sources assert.27 Sixteen years later, in the year after 
the sale of Cosmopolitan, Walker returned to 
Colorado with Ethel, whom he introduced as his 
second wife. !!
On his return, Walker concentrated on developing 
real estate he earlier had accumulated around 
Morrison, a town not far from Denver. For the 
most part, he had bought undeveloped land or 

platted lots for speculation, eventually owning 
about 4,000 acres.28  !

On the crest of Mount Falcon, Walker built a 
stone castle for himself, Ethel, and family. On 
Mount Morrison, assisted by his eldest son, 
John Jr., he began developing Red Rocks, a 
natural geologic amphitheatre, with the dream 
of making it a world-famous music venue. 
Roads and walking paths were built and a 
platform constructed high up in the Rocks. On 
May 31, 1906, a concert by Pietro Satriano and a 
25-piece brass band in the amphitheatre marked 
the grand opening of what Walker named The 
Garden of the Titans.29  !!
In 1909, after two years of construction, a one-
mile funicular railroad to the top of Red Rocks, 
funded by Walker and a group of Morrison 
businessmen, opened as the Mount Morrison 
Incline Railroad, giving visitors a spectacular 
view of the Rocky Mountains and surrounding 
area. In that same year, John Jr. became 
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Morrison’s third mayor.30 Concerts in Red Rocks 
were a regular occurrence from 1906 to 1911. 
After her concert there in 1911, acclaimed opera 
singer Mary Garden declared that no opera house 
in the world had better acoustics. Although 
Walker had some early success in his desire to 
make Red Rocks a renowned venue, this did not 
become a reality until long after he had lost 
ownership of the site. !

In 1909, Walker bought from some friends the 
“Swiss Cabin” in Morrison and converted it into 
a gambling casino. The building had been 
constructed in 1874 as the Evergreen Hotel by 
town founder George Morrison. From 1884 to 
1888, it was the home of Sacred Heart College, a 
Jesuit institution attended by several of Walker’s 
sons.31 (In 1888, the college moved to a 40-acre 

site in Denver donated by Walker, on which 
today sits Regis University.)!!
Walker championed the idea of a “Summer 
White House” for U.S. presidents on a ridge 
east of his castle residence. In 1911, a 
foundation was built and cornerstone laid, but 
because of American involvement in World War 
I and a decline in Walker’s fortunes, the project 
never progressed.32  !

In 1912, the Denver City Council agreed to 
create a system of mountain parks near 
Morrison—another of Walker’s ideas. The next 
year, Denver Mayor Robert Speer managed to 
impose a tax levy of one mill to fund creation of 
the parks system.33!!
Yet another crusade of Walker’s succeeded 
when, on January 1, 1913, Congress ordered the 
U.S. Postal System to set reasonable mailing 
rates for parcels weighing more than four 
pounds.34 Until then, mailing even a small 
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RED ROCKS AMPHITHEATRE SEATING. Although 
today’s Red Rocks amphitheatre wasn’t built 
until 1941, it was John Brisben Walker’s vision 
that started it all. Performers at this magnificent 
venue have ranged from opera stars to the 
Beatles (in 1964), John Denver, the Grateful 
Dead, U2, and Bruce Springsteen. The first 
concert of each season is a sunrise 
interdenominational Easter service.

An illustration of the proposed Summer 
White House that was never built.



THE ROOST

package cost an exorbitant amount and 
forwarding of larger packages was the fiefdom of 
four private express companies. Walker’s pen 
had long urged Congress to end the monopoly. 
(Ironically, the Barneys, from whom Walker 
bought his Irvington property, had headed one of 
the favored companies, Wells Fargo, for years.)!!
Walker envisioned Morrison as a booming 
tourism venue, but the advent of World War I 
dimmed that prospect. He was an early peace 
activist, organizing a World Congress of 100 
outstanding men in 1912 to try to mold public 
opinion against war.35 After WW I began, Walker 
became an outspoken pacifist opposed to the U.S. 
entering the war or providing assistance to 
combatants, and serving as Chairman of the 
Friends of Peace, an organization supported by 
many German-American societies.36 Walker’s 
various Colorado real estate ventures were 
adversely affected by the war, and did not 
recover after it ended. !!
Walker pursued his entrepreneurial ventures 
openly, but his status as husband and father was 
anything but clear. When he returned to 
Colorado in 1906 with Ethel, she brought four 
children, ages 4 to 10, all of whom in later life 
regularly identified Walker as their father and 
used his as their family name. However no record 
of a marriage between Walker and Ethel has been 
found and federal census records note that in 
1900 Ethel was living in Inwood, a section of 
northern Manhattan, with her parents, two 
children, three servants, and a husband named 
John Ruthven, whom she had married in 1891. !

The New York State Census taken on June 1, 
1905, shows Ethel and Ruthven (here spelled 
Ruthren) still living in Inwood, but now with 
four children. That same census lists Walker, 
Emily, their eight children ranging in age from 
16 to 32, and Walker’s father living in Irvington. 
Other than these notations, no record of a 
marriage between Ruthven and Ethel has been 
found. !!
There is no question that Ethel Ruthven and Ethel 
Richmond, Walker’s “second wife,” are the same 
person. The obituary notice of John Ruthven 
Walker, who died in Denver in 1943, names 
Ethel’s three other children as his siblings,37 her 
mother as his grandmother,38 and her sister, 
Maude R. F. Valle, as his aunt. In an interview 
given to a California newspaper39 after 
celebrating her 100th birthday, Maude confirmed 
that after divorcing her husband she had moved 
to Denver “to be with her sister, who was 
married to the remarkable John Brisben Walker” 
who “had owned Cosmopolitan Magazine.”!
By 1910 Walker had set up a new home on Shore 
Road in Brooklyn, N.Y., for Ethel and her four 
children, all designated “Walkers” in the federal 
census that year. The household also included 
Walker’s 94-year-old father, and a cook and a 
servant. Five years later, a state census finds 
Walker, Ethel, and four children living in 
Stapleton, Staten Island, N.Y.!!
On July 1, 1914, Emily and Walker divorced.40 In 
1916, Ethel died and was buried by Walker at 
the foot of Mount Falcon.41 It seems likely that 
after 1905 and until these events, the Irvington 
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property was occupied by Emily and avoided by 
Walker. The weekly Irvington Gazette reported on 
March 16, 1917, that Walker had just “visited” 
Irvington and he planned to improve the 
property and might build on it a number of 
cottages.42 Four months later, the paper reported 
that Walker had “again become an active 
resident of Irvington.”43 !

The intriguing question is why Ethel’s children 
throughout their lives all identified themselves 
as “Walkers,” to the extent that Walker’s own 
obituaries routinely reported his having had 
twelve children. Ruthven disappeared from the 
records after the 1905 New York Census, one 
year before Ethel arrived in Colorado as 
Walker’s “wife.” Was Walker or Ruthven the 
father of Ethel’s children? Was Ruthven a 
Walker employee posing as Ethel’s husband? Or 
did he abandon the children when Ethel took up 
with Walker? Contradicting the listing in the 
1905 census, the New York City Directory for 
1902 lists Ethel Ruthven “widow of John A., 
home Inwood,” fueling the question of whether 

he ever existed at all. Why did Emily never go 
public about Walker and Ethel? !!
The truth of the relationships among these 
people is obscure, and Ethel herself came from a 
family where facts could be mutable. That 
family background, a story in itself, is outlined 
in an appendix to the online version of this 
article that appears on the Historical Society’s 
website. !!
In April 1918, a lightning strike started a fire that 
destroyed the mansion Walker had built atop 
Mount Falcon.44 Six months later, on October 28, in 
a home he owned in Denver, Walker, then 71, 
married 25-year-old Iris Calderhead, a firebrand 
women’s suffragist.45 
She was at his side 
when he died 13 years 
later. Emily, his first 
wife, survived him by 
four years, dying in 
January 1935.46!

!
Between 1918 and 
1925, a series of sales, 
mortgage 
foreclosures, and tax 
sales of Walker’s real 
estate holdings took place, resulting in more than 
1,500 acres of Red Rocks Park and the Mount 
Morrison area being acquired by a third party, 
who also took over the Casino and 180 acres 
surrounding it. Two years later, another 700 acres 
central to Red Rocks was sold to an affiliate of the 
earlier buyer.47 This parcel was condemned by 
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the City of Denver in 1928 and acquired by it for 
the sum of $54,133.48 !

The sorry state of Walker’s finances was 
highlighted in 1926 when his attempt to 
inaugurate bus service between Denver and 
Mount Falcon was rebuffed by the State Public 
Service Commission on the grounds that he was 
“unable to prove he possessed financial ability to 
insure service” on the line.49!

From 1924 to 1927 Walker spent time in Texas 
promoting durable dirt roads built with a 
machine he had invented for removing water 
from clay so it would not freeze in winter, a 
method he said was much less expensive than 
others used.50!

!
Walker died broke but had big dreams right to 
the end. Just before his death he was pushing 
the idea of converting the elevated subway lines 
in New York City into bus roads.51 He had lived 

his life with an eye always on the future, 
assessing how best to deal with what it might 
bring, which in at least one case prompted a 
warning that has relevance today. In 1894, he 
cautioned that if China ever modernized its 
military system, “it will not be long before the 
yellow dragon will be the most formidable 
battle ensign on earth,” echoing Napolean’s 
remark that “it would be an evil day when the 
Chinese learned the art of war.”52!

 —Patrick Gilmartin!!
NOTE:  The author is indebted to Lelani Arris, a 
genealogy enthusiast in Dunster, British Columbia, 
whose original research uncovered Ethel Richmond’s 
marital status and led the way into exploration of her 
peculiar family background.!
!!
End Notes, see p. 13.!
Appendix, see p. 15. !!
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The Cosmopolitan/Trent Building, commissioned by John Brisben Walker.
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2019 ANNUAL MEETING!
!

The Historical Society’s annual meeting was held on November 1, 2019, at Eileen Fisher’s 
headquarters in the historic Cosmopolitan/Trent Building—also the subject of the evening’s 
talk by IHS trustees Chet Kerr and Ruth Cowan (and pictured on page 9 of this issue).!

President Pat Ryan detailed the past year’s many wonderful offerings—from the popular 
holiday train display last winter through the Washington Irving exhibit currently on view at 
McVickar House. She thanked all of the IHS committees for their hard work:  for cataloging the 
Society’s collection and making it available through exhibitions and online resources; for 
researching and recognizing local landmarks; for organizing the Legacy Project, film series, 
talks, and so many other programs; for reaching out to the community through school 
collaborations and the Roost; for raising funds to support all these endeavors with events like 
the fall gala at the Ardsley Country Club; and for maintaining the History Center and archive. 
Pat also expressed deep appreciation for the docents who literally keep our doors open.!

Treasurer John Ryan delivered a report on the financial well-being of the Society, including 
income from the gala. Recording Secretary Sue Robinson then proposed the slate of new 
Trustees—Ruth Cowan, Joan Nelson, Liesbeth Parke, and Mary Toomy—which was approved 
by IHS members present at the meeting. Trustee Veronica Gedrich will serve a second three-
year term; outgoing Trustees Ginny Read and Anna Gedrich were thanked for their service.!

Chet Kerr began the evening’s presentation with a brief history of the land on which the 
Cosmopolitan Building stands, from its early beginnings on Philipsburg Manor through to its 
days as part of Danford Barney’s estate and finally to its purchase by John Brisben Walker, who 
commissioned Stanford White to design a headquarters there for his Cosmopolitan magazine. !

Ruth Cowan then related the twisted tale of Walker’s several fortunes made and lost (he is also 
the subject of this issue’s feature article) and explored the peculiarities of the Cosmopolitan 
Building’s site and design (research suggests Walker bought blueprints of one of White’s other 
buildings and adapted them).  !

After a succession of other owners, the Cosmopolitan Building was bought by filmmaker 
Charles Urban, who as Chet Kerr explained, hoped to make the East Coast the central place for 
movies with his Urban Motion Picture Industries and his spirograph viewer—from whence the 
Irvington neighborhood Spiro Park gets its name. Urban, like Walker, went bankrupt and his 
estate was sold and divided into lots. The Cosmopolitan Building was eventually bought by 
Bertram James Trachtenberg, who used the surname Trent, giving the edifice the other name by 
which it is known today.! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! —Ginny Read!                                                                              
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THE TRAINS—RIGHT ON TIME	

The IHS holiday model train exhibit returned to the basement of 
McVickar House the first week of December launching a month of 
family enjoyment. With help from Earl Ferguson and Andy Api, chief 
engineer, station master, and in-house railroad tycoon Bill Schwartz 
put in a good 40 hours a week for two months preparing the set-up 
for the holiday season. Five separate tracks offered a combination of 
O gauge and HO gauge cars amidst an exquisite replication of 
Irvington at some unspecified time in its past.!

New buildings on Main 
Street were added this 
year to other facades on Astor Street and the 
old train station (before Brrzaar arrived on 
the scene). Deep beneath Broadway at its 
intersection with Main Street lies a curious 
little nest of (presumably) friendly ghosts, 
visible through a window on the far end of 
the main exhibit. On opening day, more 
than a hundred visitors poured through 
McVickar House. “It was amazing to see the 

kids’ eyes light up as they watched,” said IHS president Pat Ryan.	

Also new this year is a fire engine car with a mounted water gun, 
ready to douse flames on the main O gauge track, and a new 
holiday-themed circular track that features an exact replica of the 
original Anheuser-Busch brewery in St. Louis.	

--Barrett Seaman

Bill Schwartz overseeing 
Main Street layout.

The holiday-themed 
track.

Model of the former Irvington Train 
Station.
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SAVE THE DATES 

UPCOMING PROGRAMS  

Sunday, February 9, 2 p.m., Irvington Public Library!
Irvington High School social studies teacher Chris Barry discusses 

his book on the 65th New York Regiment in the Civil War.!

Co-sponsored by the Irvington Public Library.!

Sunday, March 1, 2 p.m., Trent Building!
IHS Trustee Chet Kerr on Washington Irving and his neighbors.!

For more information, visit: www.irvingtonhistoricalsociety.org!
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APPENDIX!
!
According to census records, the woman known as Ethel Richmond was born in December 1867.  1

Her mother’s given name was Marion but she often went by Mary, so for ease of reference I will refer 
to her as Marion/Mary.  !!
The 1930 U.S. census for Denver, Colorado, where Marion/Mary was then living with her 60-year-
old daughter, Maude, gives her birth date and place as “about 1847” in New Brunswick, Canada,  2

and says she came to the United States in 1849 (presumably with her parents) and was first married 
at age 14. However, in an application dated November 7, 1901, for a U.S. passport made by Marion/
Mary, signing as Marion R. Lee, with Ethel Ruthven signing as a witness, Marion/Mary swore that 
she was born November 18, 1845, in “The Cedars, Fairfax County, Virginia.”   !3

!
Marion/Mary’s deceased husband, Charles E. Lee, had been described as a New York businessman. 
He died August 2, 1901, when he jumped from a Long Island Railroad train near Calvary Cemetery 
in Queens, while traveling home to Inwood, Manhattan, with Marion/Mary from a sanitarium in 
Amityville, Long Island, where he had been confined for four months with a mental breakdown.  4

Perhaps in using a Fairfax County birthplace on her passport application, Marion/Mary was trying 
to suggest a connection to the more illustrious Lee family of Virginia.  !!

!15

1900 U.S. census, New York City, N.Y., where she is listed as the wife of John Ruthven.1

In 1870, 1875, and 1880 censuses she had given her birthplace as Illinois.2

 Passport Applications, 1795-1905, Roll 588, 01 Nov. 1901-20 Nov. 1901.  In the 1900 census she had also given Virginia 3

as her birthplace.

 Brooklyn Daily Eagle, August 3, 1901, p. 2, col. 2.4
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In testimony that Marion/Mary gave in a 1912 lawsuit in New York City,  she identified her parents 5

as William and Mary Caulfield, and said that her father had died in Leavenworth, Kansas, in 1863. 
However, in papers filed in connection with her marriage to Charles E. Lee on August 15, 1881, in 
Rock, Wisconsin, Marion/Mary stated that her parents were “N. Kittson” and his unnamed wife.  !6

!
In the 1912 lawsuit, in which she was the plaintiff under the name Mary C. Lee, Marion/Mary was 
seeking a writ of habeas corpus requiring Isabella Brown (Mrs. Ernest C.), who she said was her sister, 
to produce Mary Cauldfield [sic] whom she said was the mother of both of them. Marion/Mary 
alleged that, while she was on her honeymoon with Charles Lee, her mother and Isabella went missing 
from Chicago. She claimed to have last seen her mother in Chicago in 1885.  Marion/Mary was asking 7

the Court to order Isabella to produce Mary Cauldfield because she had valuable property left to 
Marion/Mary by her deceased father that Marion/Mary asserted her sister Isabella was trying to get. !!
Isabella’s position was that she was the daughter of Commodore Norman Kittson, a pioneer 
entrepreneur in the northwestern United States who died in 1888 leaving a fortune of $8,000,000, and 
presumably the same N. Kittson that Marion/Mary had said was her father when she married Mr. 
Lee. Isabella’s lawyer asserted that the habeas corpus proceeding brought by Marion was a blackmail 
attempt to extort money from Isabella. Isabella refused to name her mother, other than to say it was 
not Mary Caulfield, whom she described as a housekeeper for the Commodore.!!
According to a birth certificate produced in evidence in Court, Isabella was born Isabella Cauldfield 
[sic] in Leavenworth, Kansas, on February 9, 1857, a daughter (like Marion/Mary) of William and 
Mary Caulfield. !!
The 1880 U.S. census listing of Mary Caulfield, age 53, born in Canada, and daughter Isabella, age 20, 
born in Kansas to an unnamed father born in England,  living together in Chicago with one servant, 8

leaves little doubt about the identity of Isabella’s mother.  !!
As for Isabella’s father, Marion/Mary claimed that Isabella was not the daughter of Commodore 
Kittson but his “protégé” in a relationship that began in 1874 when Marion/Mary, who was “then Mrs. 
Richmond,” visited St. Paul, Minnesota, from Chicago with Isabella. If Isabella’s age in the 1880 census 
is correct, she would have been only 14 when she met Kittson. He did send Isabella to Europe to be 
educated; she then lived in houses he maintained in St. Paul, Chicago, and New York City, and at his 

!16

The (New York) Sun, August 8, 1912, p. 28, col. 1; September 10, 1912, p.2, col. 5; and November 13, 1912, p. 6, col. 1.5

Wisconsin Marriages, 1836-1930.6

The Sun, September 10, 1912, p. 2, col. 5.7

Norman Kittson was born in Canada.8
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death she was living in the New York house. Isabella claimed that Kittson had given the house to her 
while he was alive, but his son denied this.  Isabella was not mentioned in Kittson’s will.  !9

!
The suit became moot when it was learned that Mary Caulfield had died.  How the litigants settled 10

their differences is unknown, but it is highly doubtful that William Caulfield left any substantial 
estate to be fought over. The only relevant mention in records of Leavenworth, Kansas, is to “Wm. 
Caulfied,” a “laborer,” in the 1859 Voter Registration record. !!
Marion/Mary died in Denver on August 30, 1948, at the age of 101.  The story about her life says that 11

she was born in Bartibouge [sic], New Brunswick, and that her father was William Caulfield who died 
in Leavenworth, Kansas, in 1863. Bartibogue is in Northumberland County, and Nelson, New 
Brunswick, is very close by. On February 6, 1842, in Nelson, a William Caulfield married Mary Farrell.  12

Northumberland County archives list a William Caulfield as a teacher in 1842, 1843, and 1844. !13

!
The 1850 federal census for Chicago, Illinois, lists a William Callfield, a 30-year-old teacher born in 
Ireland, with a wife “Mrs.” Callfield, born in New Brunswick, and four children, Jas. (7, born N.B.), 
Mary (5, born N.B.), Wm. (3, born Illinois), and Margaret (9/12, born Illinois).  !!
Clouds of ambiguity shroud how the name Richmond was bestowed on Ethel. As noted above, 
Marion/Mary said in the 1912 lawsuit that in 1874 she “was then Mrs. Richmond” but no record of a 
marriage between Marion/Mary and a Mr. Richmond has been located.  Statements made by Ethel’s 
sister Maude about her parents only sow more confusion because Maude seems to have inherited her 
mother’s ability to shape the narrative of her life in interesting ways. !!
Maude was born in Houston, Minnesota, on November 25, 1868, when Marion/Mary would have 
been about 23. Shortly after celebrating her 100th birthday, Maude, who was living in California with 
her niece Nathalie Richmond, gave an interview to a reporter for a local newspaper in which she 
described her life in the following way:!

She was born 25 November 1868 near St. Paul, Minnesota, but “shortly thereafter . . . she 
moved with her family to a plantation home near Richmond, VA, and grew up living the 
pampered life of a Southern belle.” Her education was in Europe by private tutors “and 
began the study of piano at the age of six.” She also studied at the Chicago Art Institute and 

!17

The Syracuse Herald, September 1912 (copy on fultonhistory.com, but day and page number obscured).9

A Mary Calufield, née Farrell, died in Bartibogue, Northumberland County, Ontario, on December 19, 1890, age 68.10

Denver Post, September 2, 1948.11

Acadia, Canada, Vital and Church Records, 1757-1946 (Drouin Collection), on ancestry.com.12

Ontario Provincial Archives, Northumberland Teacher’s Licenses and Payments, 1812-1882.13

http://ancestry.com
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the Art Students League in New York City, and had a studio in a converted monastery on 
the banks of the Tiber River in Rome. She returned to the United States, married an Italian 
cavalry officer named Riccardo Fiorentino Valle, and returned to Italy to live with him in 
Rome. They later returned to New York, separated, and she moved to Denver to live with 
her sister Ethel, who had married John Brisben Walker. She became the art critic for the 
Rocky Mountain News, head instructor at the School of Fine and Applied Arts (later, 
Chappell Art School), wrote some illustrated columns for Sunday newspapers that were 
syndicated throughout the United States, and did a drawing a week for Collier’s magazine. 
Among other memberships, she served as President of the Poetry Society of Colorado. !14

!
This version of her life differs in some important respects from documented facts. !!
On March 4, 1861, a Mary Cauefield [sic] married Benjamin W. Addleman in Wayne County, 
Indiana.  In 1870, he died in Houston, Minnesota,  the place where Maude was born in 1868. 15 16

Addleman was 67 when he died, meaning that he was about 58 when the marriage took place. When 
Maude died on June 15, 1969, she was living in California with her daughter Nathalie or Nathalia.  17

The application for Social Security death benefits that was filed, presumably by that daughter, named 
Maude’s parents as Benjamin W. Addleman and Mary F. Caulfield. !18

!
The 1930 U.S. census for Denver, Colorado, gives Maude’s full name as Maude R. F. Valle, and says she 
was born in Minnesota to a father born in Pennsylvania and was married at age 21, a fact not quite true.  
Maude’s marriage to “Count del Borro,” aka Riccardo Fiorentino Valle, on January 7, 1899, in the 
Church of the Ascension in New York City, was noted in the New York Herald on February 12, 1899. The 
story said, “the bride is closely allied to leading old Virginia families and the bridegroom is an Italian 
nobleman of ancient family. The Countess del Borro is an artist of no mean ability and has passed much 
of her life in London, Paris, and Berlin, being well known in exclusive circles both of Europe and this 
city. She was a pupil of Jules Lefebvre and Benjamin Constant. Count and Countess del Borro will sail 
for Europe in a few days and will remain abroad until after the Paris exposition.” !19

!18

Marin Independent Journal [Marin County, CA], December 3, 1868.14

Indiana, Marriage Index, 1800-1941, p.130; see also, Indiana, Marriage Index, 1810-2001, where the name is given as 15

Mary Canefield.

In the U.S. Federal Census Mortality Schedules, 1850-1885, Benjamin W. Addleman, a farmer born in Pennsylvania in 16

1803, is listed as dying in May 1870 in Black Hammer, Houston, Minnesota.

Marin Independent Journal, December 3, 1868.17

U.S. Social Security Applications and Claims Index, 1936-2007.18

The 1860 U.S. Census for the Kansas Territory lists B.W. Addleman of Leavenworth as having been born in Pennsylvania.19
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One difficulty with this story is that no passport applications or immigration records supporting it 
have been located.  Another is that the 1940 U.S. census for Denver, Colorado, when Maude was 69 
and living with her 93-year-old mother, Mary Lee, records that Maude’s education did not go past 
the 8th grade. That Maude did have some artistic ability is a fact, as she in later life was a founding 
member of the Denver Artists Guild. !20

!
The part about living like a Southern belle on a Virginia plantation shortly after her birth in 1868 
obviously stems from the fact that Maude’s mother married a Lee.  However that did not occur until 
August 1881, when Maude would have been nearly 13. Before then, according to her mother’s 
testimony in the 1912 lawsuit, they were living in Chicago. It is, of course, possible that Charles Lee, 
after marrying her mother, did send Maude to Europe to study art.!!
If Maude had been left a substantial inheritance by Mr. Lee, or if her mother so inherited and was 
supporting Maude while she was becoming well-known in elite European circles, the question is 
why Maude’s sister Ethel was so disfavored during those years. Census records consistently report 
Ethel’s birth year as about 1868, meaning that she was only a year or so older than Maude.  One has 
to wonder why it was that in 1890 Ethel had work either as a nanny for the Walker family or as a 
secretary at Cosmopolitan magazine while her sister was living the high life in Europe. !!
Another complication is that when she married Ricardo Fiorentino Valle, Maude named her parents 
in the marriage record as West Richmond and Marion Maury.  After her marriage to “Count” Valle, 21

Maude consistently gave her name as Maude Richmond Fiorentino Valle and the name Addleman 
never appeared connected with her until after her death. The origin of Maury as her supposed 
mother’s name is a total new twist, but with respect to West Richmond, her putative father, it may be 
more than a coincidence that the capital of Wayne County, Indiana, where the Addleman marriage 
took place, is Richmond and that Benjamin W. Addleman’s middle name was West.!!
While it may be that Maury was her mother’s maiden name, the 1899 newspaper article about her 
wedding is the first connection of the Richmond name to Maude and members of her family. The 
only other recorded instance found is the statement made by Maude’s mother in the 1912 habeas 
corpus proceeding that in 1874 she “was then Mrs. Richmond.” Yet Richmond is a name that crops 
up repeatedly among family members, e.g:!

• After her marriage, Maude consistently referred to herself as Maude Richmond Fiorentino 
Valle.!

!19

Stan Cuba, The Denver Artists Guild, Its Founding Members (History Colorado, 2015).20

New York Marriages, 1686-1980.21
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• Maude’s sister, John Brisben Walker’s putative second wife, went by the name Ethel 
Richmond.!

• Ethel’s daughter, Nathalie Walker, called herself Mrs. Richmond even though her husband 
was Georgi Dobrovolsky.  In Maude’s interview with the reporter from the Marin 22

Independent Journal, she identified herself as Mrs. Nathalia Walker Richmond.!
• Ethel’s younger daughter was named Ethel Richmond Walker.!!

But the family history gets even stranger and it becomes more difficult to determine what is true and 
what is fiction. As noted above, Benjamin W. Addleman, who had married Mary Cauefield [sic], died 
in Houston, Minnesota, the same place where Maude was born.!!
The 1870 federal census for Houston, Minnesota, finds Mary Addleman, age 23, born in Illinois, with 
children Carrie (age 6, born Indiana), Seward (age 4, born Indiana), and Ada (age 2, born Minnesota).  
In the 1875 Minnesota census, the four of them are found living in Winona, with names and ages 
consistent with the 1870 data. !!
The Addleman clan makes no appearance in the 1880 federal census, but in Chicago Marion 
Richmond makes an appearance, living as a boarder in the house of Daniel Webster with children 
Carrie, age 16; Seward, age 14; and Maude, age 12. Ada Addleman has become Maude and she and 
her mother and siblings are now Richmonds. The birthplaces of the children have also changed:  
Carrie and Seward are Ohio-born, and Maude is born in Wisconsin.  !!
The story about Marion/Mary’s death cited at footnote 11 recites that she was only 14 when she married 
“Benjamin Richmond,” a soldier at Fort Leavenworth, and “When hostilities ceased, they moved to 
Minnesota where Mr. Richmond owned a farm. He died 10 years after their marriage.” It would seem 
that Marion/Mary did not like the name Addleman and arbitrarily changed it to Richmond.!!
No record of a Seward Addleman, Seward Richmond, Carrie Addleman, or Carrie Richmond has 
been found. Without documentary proof it is not possible to establish that Carrie Addleman/
Richmond somehow transformed into Ethel Richmond/Ruthven/Walker, but one can be forgiven 
for having a strong suspicion that that is the case.!!
This family background was a fitting prelude to the contradictions in Ethel’s own life.!!

—Patrick Gilmartin

!20

Nathalie Walker married Russian-born Georgi Dobrovolsky, who was born in Kiluga, Russia, and came to the U.S. as a 22

22-year-old student, arriving in San Francisco 3 December1922 aboard the President Cleveland from Yokahoma, Japan. 

The 1930 U.S. census for Honolulu, Hawaii, indicates that he and Nathalie were married prior to 1930.  


