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 Cornelius Van Schaack Roosevelt I (1794-1871) was the first Roosevelt to settle in what is today 

the Nassau County section of New York’s Long Island.
1
 In the 1860s he chose the Oyster Bay area as 

the seat of his country residence and was quickly followed by other members of the Roosevelt clan. 

Indeed, by the early 1900s the present-day Village of Cove Neck had become a virtual Roosevelt 

family compound. While other Roosevelts chose different sections of Long Island in which to reside, 

the only Roosevelt to build a residence in the vicinity of the Village of Hempstead was Elliott 

Roosevelt, Sr. (1860-1894), the son of 

Theodore and Martha Bulloch Roosevelt, 

Sr., who resided in Manhattan and at 

Tranquility in Oyster Bay Cove.
2 

 Martha’s health, in the best of times, 

was fragile. The stress created by the Civil 

War took its toll on her health and, in turn 

perhaps, on that of her children who seemed 

to experience one debilitating health event    Tranquility 

after another. With news of the each Confederate defeat, Martha, a Southern patriot, became increase-

ingly despondent and obsessed with neatness and cleanliness. Reclusive, rarely leaving her Manhattan 

brownstone, she began taking to her bed for weeks at a time with complaints of chest pains.
3
 

 In a belated attempt to alleviate Martha’s condition, the Roosevelts began renting Tranquility in 

1874. Its architecture, which was reminiscent of a southern plantation and which somewhat resembled 

Martha’s family seat Bulloch Hall in Roswell, Georgia, must have been comforting to Martha’s  

delicate emotional state.
4
 Life at Tranquility for the children was a joyful, rough and tumble affair but 

the illnesses of both mother and children were taking a cumulative toll on the family. 
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 The Roosevelts’ daughter Anna was the only one of the children whose health problems were not 

attributed to what was referred to then by doctors as hysteria. She was required to wear a back brace 

necessitated by the fact that she had been born with Pott’s disease, a form of osteal tuberculosis which 

resulted in curvature of the spine. Their son Theodore, who would become the twenty-sixth President 

of the United States, was undersized, underweight, highly susceptible to colds and fevers, and suffered 

from headaches, nightmares, nausea, congenital nervous diarrhea, and acute asthma attacks.
5
 Their 

daughter Corinne suffered from a form of chronic asthma. Their son Elliott’s problems began in 1874, 

the same year in which the Roosevelts had settled at Tranquility. The fourteen-year-old Elliott began 

experiencing fainting spells, blood rushes to the head, blackouts, severe headaches, and an inability to 

concentrate on his studies. He became afraid of the dark or to sleep alone and had fits during which he 

babbled incoherently.
6
 

 In 1876, unable to contend with the pressure 

of attending school, Elliott was sent to Fort 

McKavett in Texas to recuperate. Life among the 

“Buffalo Soldiers” and Indian fighters seemed to 

agree with Elliott. His health had so improved 

during his stay in the West that, upon returning to 

New York, he was able to plan and embark on a 

trip to India in 1880 where he was entertained by 

local dignitaries and members of the British army 

serving in India. It was during this trip to India 

that Elliott participated in big game hunts and 

learned to play polo, a game that would become 

his life’s passion. He was physically spent after 

this trip having contracted a fever and having lost 

considerable weight. However, as was the case 

with his trip to Texas, he seemed to be devoid of  

   Elliott Roosevelt, Sr.     the physical maladies that had plagued him at 

          home. 

 Elliott’s illnesses resurfaced shortly after his return to New York in March 1882. At the age of 

eighteen he had begun to use alcohol as a depressant hoping to stem his attacks. By 1882 his excessive 

consumption of alcohol was becoming a major concern to the family as would his later use of 

Laudanum and morphine.
7
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 Unable to muster the concentration to write a memoir of his trip to India, he reveled in New 

York’s social scene. It was during this period that twenty-three-year-old Elliott met and, in 1883, 

married the socially prominent twenty-year-old Anna Rebecca Livingston Hall (1863-1892), the 

daughter of Valentine Gill and Mary Livingston Ludlow Hall, Jr., whose estate Oak Terrace was 

located in Tivoli, New York. While the union of the 

Hall and Roosevelt families on the surface was a 

social triumph, the predisposition of both families to 

alcoholism turned the union into a quagmire from 

which Elliott really never resurfaced. 

 In addition to a history of alcohol addiction, 

the Halls had the reputation for carrying eccentricity 

and disfunctionalism to new levels. Valentine Gill Hall,          Oak Terrace 

 Jr. (1834-1880) was an austere, self-absorbed, religious zealot who considered gaiety sinful and 

rigidly enforced piety while deferring religious questions to his resident theologian. Valentine strictly 

controlled the education of his children, ruled the family with an iron hand, and, due to inherited 

wealth, never worked.
8 

His wife Mary and four daughters were not allowed to make decisions. He even 

forbade them to shop in public, insisting that merchants bring their merchandise to the estate so that he 

could supervise their purchases. His actions created a wife who had no concept of child-raising, who 

was incapable of making decisions, and who was thoroughly unacquainted with the management of 

Oak Terrace, a task she would quite suddenly be required to assume. After Valentine’s death in 1880 

Mary basically allowed the children to fend for themselves, thereby further fueling the family’s 

instability. 

 Mary’s sons Edward and Valentine were both alcoholics who spent beyond their means and, 

subsequently, beyond their inheritances. Edward was a whiney alcoholic while Valentine was a totally 

out-of-control, irresponsible alcoholic, who took to shooting at people as they passed by the estate.
9
 

 Of the four surviving Hall daughters, Mary having died at the age of three, only one Elizabeth 

had a truly successful marriage. She married Stanley Mortimer and resided at their estate Roslyn Hall 

in Old Wesbury.
10

 Elizabeth’s sister Edith, who was thought to be the model for Lily Bart in Edith 

Wharton’s The House of Mirth, married William Forbes Morgan, Jr. and eventually lost her inheritance 

when it was poorly invested by financial advisors. Their sister Maude was married twice. Her first 

husband Lawrence Waterbury, with whom she resided at their estate in Pelham, New York, was a 

high-spirited sportsman and gambler who frittered away their inheritances and was constantly in debt. 

Maude would later marry David Gray and reside at Gray House in Portland, Maine.
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 With the marriage of the eldest of the Hall 

sisters Anna Rebecca Livingston Hall to Elliott  

Roosevelt, Sr., who at the time of their marriage in 

1883 was already known as a heavy drinker with an 

addiction to Laudanum, a tragic scene was set.
11 

When not under the influence of alcohol or drugs, 

Elliott was the urbane personification of intelligence 

and charisma coupled with thoughtful congeniality. 

As a youth he exhibited leadership, athletic prowess, 

intellectual potential, poetic introspection, a curious 

mind, and a generous, compassionate nature with a 

flexible, non-dogmatic approach to living. He 

explored the world with confidence and was 

protective of his elder brother Theodore. His wife 

       Anna Rebecca Livingston Hall Roosevelt      Anna, on the other hand, was self-consumed, regal, 

             poorly educated, aloof, overwrought, extravagant, 

and a failure as a parent, solely interested in fashions, parties, and sports. Elliott’s brother Theodore 

considered her to be utterly frivolous.
12

 

 Into this environment their first child Anna Eleanor was born. In the spring of 1887 Elliott 

decided to withdraw from his partnership in the Ludlow real estate firm and sail to Europe aboard the 

S.S. Britannic with his wife, her sister Elizabeth, the two-and-a-half-year-old Anna Eleanor, and her 

nurse. Their trip was interrupted when just one day out of port their ship was rammed by the S.S. 

Celtic, the bow of which pierced a full ten feet into the side of the S. S. Britannic killing several 

passengers and injuring numerous others. In spite of the bedlam that ensued, all of the Roosevelt party 

managed to reach the safety of the lifeboats. Undaunted Elliot decided to continue the family’s trip to 

Europe aboard another ocean liner. The terrified Anna Eleanor refused to go and was left at 

Gracewood, the Cove Neck estate of Elliott’s uncle James King Gracie.
13 

 Upon returning to New York Elliott took a position at the banking and brokerage firm of James 

King Gracie and at the end of the summer of 1887 began building his Long Island country residence 

Half Way Nirvana on ten acres in the present-day hamlet of Salisbury.
14

 While it was being built the 

Roosevelts rented the Richardson homestead on Front Street in Hempstead so that they could ride-to-

the-hounds and Elliott could participate in the polo matches at the nearby Meadow Brook Club.
15
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Distressed by Elliott’s lifestyle, Theodore wrote to their sister Anna in the spring of 1888 saying, “I do 

hate his [Elliott’s] Hempstead life. I don’t know whether he could get along without the excitement 

now, but it is certainly unhealthy, and leads to nothing.”
16

 

 By the spring of 1889 Elliott and Anna had completed the furnishing and decoration of Half  

Way Nirvana and were able to fully participate 

in the season’s activities. Parties at their estate 

centered on alcohol consumption and discus-

sions of fashions, horses, polo, and riding-to-

the-hounds. Elliott’s brother Theodore rarely 

visited Half Way Nirvana blaming Anna for 

Elliott’s aimless lifestyle and increasing 

dependence upon alcohol.
17

 It was during this 

time that Elliott and his family began moving 

with the seasons from Manhattan to Long Island           Elliott and daughter Anna Eleanor 

         Roosevelt at Half Way Nirvana 

to Newport, the expenses for which caused him to invade the principal of his inheritance. By early 

1890 his drinking had begun to threaten the family name. His sisters dreaded having him for dinner. 

Theodore, who saw his brother as little as possible, wrote to his sister Anna concerning Elliott’s 

lifestyle, “It is a perfect nightmare.”
18

 

 After an attempted cure in Michigan in 1890 was unsuccessful, Elliott was finally convinced to 

commit himself to the Marien Grund Sanctuary in Graz, Austria, for treatment. After a three-month 

stay in Graz, Elliott, his wife, and sister Anna relocated to Paris where his wife gave birth to their third 

child, Gracie Hall Roosevelt, while Elliott was having a Parisian affair with an American from Detroit 

by the name of Mrs. Florence Bagley Sherman.
19

 Elliott’s post-treatment recovery was further 

complicated by the birth of his illegitimate son Elliott Roosevelt Mann just three months prior to that 

of his son Gracie.
20

 The child’s mother Katy Mann, a servant in Elliott’s New York household, 

immediately threaten to initiate a paternity suit if Elliott didn’t provide $10,000 towards his son’s 

support. Elliott, at first, denied that the child was his and refused to pay Mann. After a specialist 

examined the child and declared it to be a Roosevelt, Elliott’s brother-in-law Douglas Robinson, his 

uncle James King Gracie, and his brother Theodore convinced Elliott that for the sake of the family’s 

reputation it would be best if he paid the child support. Elliott agreed but, to date, the exact sum paid 

remains in question.
21 
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 Stunned by the events, Elliott’s condition continued to worsen. This coupled with outburst of 

violence began to frighten his wife. In January 1892 Theodore agree to drop the insanity and 

commitment proceedings against Elliott, which he had initiated, if Elliott agreed to sign two-thirds of 

his remaining fortune over to a trust for his wife and children, take a six-month cure at Suresnes 

followed by a five-week treatment at the Keeley Center in Dwight, Illinois, and finally find gainful 

employment. It was further agreed that if Elliott met these conditions he would be allowed to resume 

life with his family some time in 1894.
22

 

 In the spring of 1892 Elliott left the Keeley Center, having fulfilled the agreement to this point. 

He traveled to Abingdon, Virginia, to the vast tract of land Douglas Robinson had recently acquired. 

He was to map and develop the property for coal mining and logging operations. Everything seemed to 

be progressing as planned until Elliott’s twenty-nine-year-old wife Anna contracted diphtheria and 

died on December 7, 1892. 

 Elliott returned to Manhattan where he resumed drinking and taking drugs. Now plagued with 

hallucinations, he moved from apartment to apartment under assumed names with a new mistress, Mrs. 

Evans, while still seeing Mrs. Sherman. His behavior had become so outrageous that his sisters and his 

brother Theodore began receiving anonymous letters concerning Elliott’s activities.
23

 

 Undeterred by the financial losses he incurred in the Panic of 1893, Elliott continued to indulge 

his additions. He spiraled further into the darkness after his second child and namesake Elliott 

Roosevelt, Jr. (1889-1893) died of scarlet fever. By 1894 the situation seemed hopeless. Elliott was 

taking drugs and consuming up to six bottles of anisette, green mint, brandy, or champagne prior to 

noon. Theodore wrote their sister Anna, “He [Elliott] can’t be helped and must simply be let go at his 

own gait . . . Poor fellow! If only he could have died instead of Anna.”
24

 

 On August 14, 1894, James King Gracie and Douglas Robinson were summoned to Elliott’s 

apartment. The exact circumstances of Elliott’s death are unclear. Some authors state that Elliott, who 

had contemplated suicide as early as 1890, jumped out of the parlor window of his Manhattan 

apartment while others claim that, in a state of delirium, he attempted to jump from the window. All 

historians agree that he died in his apartment bedroom after suffering a convulsion, sleeping quietly, 

and awaking with a moment of rationality just prior to his death.
25

 At Theodore’s insistence, Elliott 

was buried in Greenwood Cemetery in Brooklyn with other members of the Roosevelt family.
26

 Two 

years later he was exhumed and buried with his wife Anna, his son Elliott, Jr., and Anna’s Hall 

relatives in the cemetery of St. Paul’s and Trinity Parish in Tivoli, New York. 
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 Elliott and Anna’s surviving children Gracie Hall and Anna Eleanor were raised at Oak Terrace 

by their Hall grandmother, who did her best to keep the children separated from Elliot’s brother 

Theodore whom she disliked. 

 

 
Elliott Roosevelt, Sr. and his children, c. 1892 

 

 Gracie Hall Roosevelt (1891-1941) attended Groton, was elected to Phi Beta Kappa in college, 

and received a master’s degree in engineering from Harvard. Like his father Elliott he was brilliant, 

charming, and drank and partied too much. At the age of twenty-one Gracie married Margaret 

Richardson (1892-1941) with whom he fathered three children prior to their divorce in 1925. He 

subsequently married Dorothy Kemp (1898-1985) and had three additional children before they 

divorced in 1937. Gracie was initially employed in the railroad industry and later as the controller of 

the City of Detroit. An alcoholic by 1937, Gracie’s consumption of alcohol had increased to the point 

that he was unable to work and spent the last years of his life residing in a small cottage on President 

Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s Hyde Park, New York, estate which was located just twenty miles from 

Hall’s Oak Terrace estate where Gracie had been raised.
27 

 Anna Eleanor Roosevelt (1884-1962), known as Eleanor, would marry her fifth cousin (once 

removed) President Franklin Delano Roosevelt and lead a long and distinguished life in public service. 

She instituted the concept of an activist First Lady and would eventually be known as “The First Lady 

of the World.”
28 
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