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OVERVIEW
Long
Twentieth century millionaire philanthropist Sam Hill was well-known for his savvy business sense and grand ideas. However, he bit off more than he could chew when he decided to build a lavish home for his daughter, Mary Hill. His plans went south when Mary’s condition worsened and she was interned at a mental asylum. Half-finished and half-furnished, with hundreds of thousands of dollars invested in it, the fate of the Maryhill mansion was unclear. That was until his friend, Loie Fuller, came to Sam with an unusual proposition.
 By the 1920s, Loie was widely celebrated for her mesmerizing “serpentine dance” and innovative lighting techniques throughout Europe. Loie’s new dream was to build a museum—one where artists from all over the globe could contribute and display their wondrous and exotic works, a place that would foster a global community of artists and art lovers. The only problem was she didn’t have the money to fund such a project, nor did she have a place to put the museum. Sam was strapped for cash at the time, but could offer up his unfinished mansion. Meantime, their mutual friend, wealthy San Francisco socialite Alma Spreckels, had a passion for art and an expendable income to help sculpt Maryhill into the makings of a proper museum. 
Even with the three of them working together, Maryhill was being built in a lonely corner of the U.S. so far off the beaten path that locals would seldom make the trek to the museum. Sam, Loie, and Alma needed a big promotion to draw visitors to Maryhill. They needed a celebrity sponsor, and Loie knew just who to contact – her old friend, Queen Marie of Romania. 
In The Dancer, The Dreamers, and The Queen of Romania, the lives of these four exceptional individuals intertwine. In the midst of financial straits and life-threatening family disputes, they struggle to find happiness and a true sense of fulfillment while slowly bringing into existence the most improbable art museum in American history.
Shorter
The Dancer, the Dreamers, and the Queen of Romania tells the story of the Maryhill Museum in Klickitat, Washington and the wildly different individuals―Samuel Hill, Louie Fuller, Alma Spreckels, and Queen Marie of Romania―whose lives and dreams came together to create it against difficult and, at times, unusual challenges. This fascinating story is both informative and captivating, giving an in depth portrayal of the “main characters” as well as the diverse supporting cast as their lives intertwine with each other’s. An unlikely team, diverse dreams, improbable odds, and determination all come together in this tale of the founding of Maryhill, a museum as diverse as the people who created it. 
Short
An aging dancer, two idealistic millionaires, and the Queen of Romania come together under extraordinary circumstances to build a museum unlike any other.
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TARGET AUDIENCES 

1.	History buffs
2.	Art History fans
3.	Baby Boomers (Specifically male Baby Boomers) 
a..	Baby Boomers are more likely to read nonfiction books 
4.	Women Readers and feminists
a.	There are multiple sections of the book that tells the story of the women who played a role in the establishment of the Maryhill Museum.
5.	Residents of the state of Washington 
a.	More specifically, Klickitat County
6. Residents of the state of Oregon
7. Residents of San Francisco and the Bay area
	a. Alma Spreckels, one of “The Big Four,” had an outsized impact on the city, and is memorialized in a famous statue in the middle of downtown San Francisco
8..	Art museum attendees 
a..	Looking at art museum visitation statistics, the most consistent age rages of attendants of art museums  throughout the years were 35-44 and 65-74.
9.	Historians
a.	US history
b.	Art history
c.	Romanian history 
d.	Woman’s history
e.	Washington state history 
f.	Museum history
 


Praise for The Dancer, The Dreamers, and the Queen of Romania
[image: ]“A cast of real-life characters, an eclectic collection, and a remote location could be the element of a lively novel, but Wiegand tells the true if unlikely story of the Maryhill Art Museum in central Washington. The dancer was modern dance pioneer Loie Fuller; the dreamers were socialite Alma Spreckels and entrepreneur Samuel Hill; and the queen of Romania was Marie, granddaughter of both Queen Victoria and Czar Alexander II. In 1914, Hill planned to build a mansion on a bluff overlooking the Columbia River Gorge. Fuller convinced him to turn it into a museum. Queen Marie dedicated the unfinished building in 1926. Hill died in 1931, and in 1937 Alma Spreckels took over and saw the building through to completion. The museum finally opened in 1940, displaying works by Rodin, Native American beadwork and baskets, Eastern Orthodox icons, 300 chess sets, and Art Nouveau-style glass, much of it donated by Hill, Fuller Spreckels, and Queen Marie. The museum grounds include a full-sized concrete replica of Stonehenge. Wiegand's fascinating account will have great appeal for art lovers and museumgoers.”
—BOOKLIST

“Pleasantly spun tale of a museum with an unlikely history—and collection . . . A treat for fans of off-the-beaten-track places as well as odd corners of art history.”
—KIRKUS REVIEWS


"The Dancers, the Dreamers, and the Queen of Romania is both the backstory of an unusual art museum and a remarkable journey through some of the quirkiest personalities and politics of the early 20th century. And, in Steve Wiegand's engaging tell, it's often just pure fun."
—DEBORAH BLUM, PULITZER PRIZE WINNER AND BEST-SELLING AUTHOR OF THE POISON SQUAD: ONE CHEMIST'S SINGLE-MINDED CRUSADE FOR FOOD SAFETY AT THE TURN OF THE TWENTIETH CENTURY

“In The Dancer, the Dreamers, and the Queen of Romania, Steve Wiegand skillfully answers the question everyone asks after visiting the eclectic and eccentric Maryhill Museum of Art in rural southwest Washington state: ‘How the heck did this odd attraction end up here?’ The tale of the museum’s creation and continued existence is replete with true-life characters and odd plot twists that would be at home in a season or two of a TV drama series. Wiegand does a wonderful job of weaving together the fractured and often wacky life stories of the dancer, the dreamers, and royalty in the book’s title. But his research and expert storytelling also gift us fascinating bonus historical, cultural and economic context to understand how unusual the Maryhill Museum of Art really is.”  
—HARRIET BASKAS, AUTHOR OF HIDDEN TREASURES: WHAT MUSEUMS CAN’T OR WON’T SHOW YOU (GLOBE PEQUOT), AND A REGULAR CONTRIBUTOR TO CNBC, USA TODAY, TRAVEL AND LEISURE, AND OTHER OUTLETS

“Steve Wiegand brilliantly unravels the complicated relationships and astonishing teamwork of four unique individuals––a groundbreaking dancer, hopeful socialite, wealthy businessman, and real-life Queen of Romania––as they joined forces to create something that would outlive them all: one of America’s most surprising and eclectic art museums.”
 —ZEVA OELBAUM, AWARD-WINNING FILMMAKER AND CO-FOUNDER OF BETWEEN THE RIVERS PRODUCTIONS, CURRENTLY IN PRODUCTION ON A FEATURE DOCUMENTARY ABOUT THE DANCER LOÏE FULLER 

“I presented an exhibition of my Baskets at Maryhill Museum in 1995 and discovered that I shared with Sam Hill an interest in fine art, collecting, and the craft of Indigenous Peoples. I recall visiting Maryhill’s surprising collections of objects from around the world and feeling honored to exhibit my work in such a richly historic and interesting place with so many stories to tell.”  
—DALE CHIHULY, WORLD-FAMOUS GLASS SCULPTOR



Q&A With Dancer, Dreamers Author Steve Wiegand

1. What made you choose to write a book about the history of Maryhill?
I think the real impetus was from a conversation my wife and I had with one of the staff members the first time we visited the museum. She was trying to answer a multitude of questions we had, and the more she talked, the more these nuggets of fascinating factoids and phrases came spilling out. By the time we got to the parking lot, I was thinking “how can there not be a book about this place?” I went home, did some preliminary research, and just got hooked..

2. How much and what kinds of research did you do in order to get the full scope of the museum’s story?
All the usual kinds: Secondary source materials, such as books about the Columbia River Gorge, World War I, Romania, Rodin and U.S. history. There were also autobiographies by two of the principal characters in the book, Queen Marie and Loie Fuller. There were a couple of relatively obscure books on Marie’s 1926 trip to America. And there were biographies on each of the “Big Four,” although these ranged in reliability (and readability) from excellent to eminently forgettable.

Online sites opened more avenues Example: an online genealogical work by an ancestor of Sam Hill led me to the Minnesota Historical Society, which happened to have a member researching Quakers in 19th century Minneapolis-St. Paul, who happened to know where some cool letters [image: ]could be had about Sam and his family, and happily agreed to send me copies.
A huge breakthrough came when I contacted the Klickitat County Historical Society, which is in Goldendale Washington, about 12 miles from Maryhill. Those folks put me in touch with Dr. Judith St. Pierre. Judith is a historian who had worked as a volunteer at the museum for many years, and had collected reams of material. She not only advised me on what to look for and where to look, but graciously shared her papers and notes.

I visited libraries up and down the Columbia River Gorge, from Portland and Vancouver to White Salmon and The Dalles. I pored through hundreds of newspapers, both digitally archived and bound in musty volumes. Finally, I spent weeks in the museum’s basement archives, reading letters, perusing minutes of board meetings from 75 years ago, wading through annual reports and generally making a pest of myself to the knowledgeable and patient museum staff, particularly the collections manager, Anna Goodwin.

3. What are the difficulties in writing about people from the past?
a. In “The Dancer, The Dreamers, and the Queen of Romania,” who was the most enjoyable to write about?
Without a doubt, the hardest part is trying to fill the inevitable gaps that pop up in people’s lives: [image: ]a missing letter that would answer a key question, a month or year without a paper trail, contradictory accounts of an event, with no tie-breaker on which to rely. In those cases, you end up looking everywhere you can and then either make your best educated guess, or just say you don’t know what happened. There is small comfort in the fact that probably no one else does either. Probably.
As to my favorite character, it would be Sam Hill. He was a true product of America’s Gilded Age, with conflicting goals and dreams.

4. What to you makes Maryhill so unique?
It’s a classic example of the parts being much larger than the whole: Its setting; the wildly disparate backgrounds of its main characters; its collections; and its nick-of-time rescues from financial oblivion.
But it’s also interesting to me because it isn’t unique. Maryhill’s birth, growth, and survival as a museum are emblematic of museums all over America that are there because people had dreams of preserving some aspect of our culture, and worked extremely hard to realize those dreams. Their stories aren’t likely to be populated with as many fascinating people or events as Maryhill’s, but their existence is just as important.

5. What kind of story does The Dancer, The Dreamers, & The Queen of Romania tell?
It’s essentially a romance, but not in the sense of a Pride and Prejudice, or a contemporary bodice-ripper. It’s about four people who for very different reasons wanted to make the world a better place, and by doing so make themselves happier. They were later joined by a succession of people who were both dreamers and doers. The product of all this dreaming and doing became a wonderfully quirky art museum in a splendid natural setting that almost a century after its birth is still fulfilling their dreams.

6. What made you want to write about the history of the Maryhill Museum?
The story was too good to be left untold. The more I learned about the museum and the people behind it, the more I wanted to know. The more I knew, the more I wanted to write it.

7. Is the history of the museum important to you personally? How so?
Yes. I have no personal connection to its founders, location or operation. But the Maryhill story is inspiring, because it took both idealism and pragmatism to create and sustain it, and still does.

8. What made you decide on the title for the book?
The stories of the museum’s “Big Four” founders form a good-sized chunk of the book’s core, so I wanted a title that reflected all four of them. But I have a natural impulse to collect things in threes when writing – maybe it’s the rhythm. Since two of them were naturals for individual descriptions – the Dancer and the Queen – I figured “Dreamers” was the best way to describe the other two.

9. How did you go about researching the book, and what was the experience like?
I began by reading whatever secondary source material I could find -- books and contemporary articles on the museum and the founders. Next came networking sources, then doing some interviews and online research, particularly going through hundreds of digitized newspapers and magazines. Then came the on-the-ground stuff: visiting regional sites and libraries. By far the most time and effort came at the museum itself, digging through file cabinets and boxes of everything from personal letters to invoices and inventories. I’d say the experience ran the gamut from exhilarating to exhausting to exasperating and back to exhilarating.

10. What did you find the most interesting or surprising when doing your research?
The most interesting was how articulate, and often eloquent, almost everyone was in their personal correspondence. I learned more about the characters in the book than I thought possible just from reading their letters and notes, even on the most mundane subjects. As for “surprising,” it was like Cracker Jacks – a surprise in every box. Example: a carton containing letters of application to serve as the museum’s director that included pitches from prison inmates, a woman whose resumé sounded suspiciously like a brothel madam, and a guy who swore he would be great if they just explained to him what a museum director did.

11. Do you believe that the book will be an interesting and engaging experience for those who have no prior knowledge of the history of the Maryhill Museum? 
i. How will the book read for, or engage, non-historically savvy audiences?
At the risk of rolling around in self-congratulation, yes. The story of Maryhill would be interesting and engaging even if the museum didn’t exist, so no prior knowledge of it is necessary. The fact that it is a very real place and the characters in the book are real people should add to the interest for history buffs, but it shouldn’t discourage or diminish the interest of people who aren’t that interested in history. And I think there’s enough context provided to keep readers with only a passing interest in history clued in as to what the setting was like at any particular point in the narrative.

12. How did you decide on the format of the book, and how does it tell the story of Maryhill Museum in an effective and engaging way?
I wanted to get readers invested as soon as possible in the main characters and in the uniqueness of the museum. So the book opens with the museum’s dedication, which was one of the very few events where all of the “Big Four” were together. Each of the next few chapters is devoted largely to individuals. They start with an anecdote meant to quickly capture the essence of the person. And each contain links to one or more of the other main characters, while nudging the narration along. Chapters in the last half of the book begin with anecdotes as well, but the focus shifts to the museum itself as the main character, with various people as supporting actors. The goal, which I hope I attained, is to blend the creation, the nurturing, and the maturation of a building with stuff in it, into a story about people making a dream come true.

13. What do you hope readers will get out of reading this book?
ii. What lessons can we learn from the book?
First and foremost, I hope people finish the book and say to themselves – or, even better, others -- “that was a good book. I didn’t know anything about these people or heard of this museum, but if I’m ever in the area, I’d like to go see this place.” Second, I hope it encourages people to look for Maryhills in their own communities. You can do a lot worse than give up an afternoon of Netflix for an hour or two at the local art museum. Sorry if that sounds preachy.

14. How did you decide on the names for the chapters? Was the decision based on theme or important event, or how you summarize the chapter, etc.?
It came from the first chapter, which is titled “This curious and interesting building.” That was a quote from Queen Marie describing Maryhill in her dedication speech, and I thought it captured the essence of the museum. The idea of using a phrase that was quoted in a chapter and  encapsulated the chapter’s contents just stuck with me. Eleven of the 14 chapters use a quote for the title.

15. Does The Dancer, The Dreamers, & The Queen of Romania provide any information about the history of Maryhill that will be new to readers familiar with the museum’s history?
Absolutely. Even longtime museum staff members with whom I’ve shared bits and pieces of my research were surprised and intrigued at things I found.
 
16. How does The Dancer, The Dreamers, & The Queen of Romania stand out among other books on the topic?
There are no other books on this particular topic. Most books on museums tend to be more catalogues than stories. This is a book about people and a museum, and the museum is more a character than just a building that contains objects. I hope it’s more biography than history.

17. Can you describe the central individuals of the book: the dancer, the dreamers, and the queen? Are readers going to be able to relate to them when reading the book?
At the height of her fame, the dancer Loie Fuller was the Madonna or Beyoncé of her day. She was both performer and celebrity, and a creative genius in her field. But she seemingly couldn’t avoid controversy and/or teetering on the edge of financial disaster. One of the title’s dreamers, Alma Spreckels, had million-dollar aspirations and a ten-cent background. She parlayed her abundant sexual allure into marriage with a fabulously wealthy and much older man, and spent the rest of her life trying to balance her yearning to be deemed respectable with her desire to enjoy herself and the hell with everyone else. Sam Hill was a rich dreamer who wanted to be great. He married the boss’ daughter, chafed at living under his famous father-in-law’s immense shadow, and spent his life trying to achieve greatness by simultaneously completing substantive projects, and building symbols he hoped would outlive him. Queen Marie was her era’s Princess Diana: a beautiful woman trapped in a dutiful and unhappy marriage, and the subject of scandals both real and imagined. She was a real queen who wanted to be a fairy-tale queen. I think all four will resonate with 21st century readers. 

18. How does the book highlight the influence of the female figures who played a part in Maryhill’s history?
The fact is that female figures played most of the largest roles in Maryhill’s history. Three of the title’s four characters are women; three of the five directors in the museum’s history have been women. A woman was the driver behind launching the museum; a woman gave Maryhill its face internationally, a woman kept it going after it first opened, and a woman rescued it financially in its recent history.  Part of the story here is how they did it in eras even more daunting for women to succeed in than today.

19. Does the book go equally into the stories of the individuals who played a role in the founding of Maryhill? Or does the book focus on one person in particular?
The book leans heavily, but in fairly equal measure, on the stories of the museum’s “Big Four” founders. But it also devotes ample space to the key people who came after them. 

20. Do you believe that the book addresses an important event in American history? In what way has the state of Washington, Klickitat County, or America as a whole been changed due to the museum?
It would be a stretch to say the creation, birth, and life so far of the Maryhill Museum of Art was a key event in U.S. history, or even the history of Washington state. Moreover, Klickitat County is so rural and its growth so static that even though Maryhill is the top tourist attraction, it hasn’t engendered explosive economic impetus. That said, the struggle of the museum to stay relevant and provide the area it serves with access to fine art, cultural events, and a sense of community is vitally important, as are similar efforts by museums all over the country. So in that sense, yes, it’s important beyond its region.

21. How are the history and stories presented in the book relevant to today’s time?
Maryhill’s story is emblematic of the desire to share our collective human experiences through the preservation of our past and our creative efforts through art. We’re so heavily bombarded with information and images today that we often automatically put up our deflector shields rather than try to sort the substantive from the superficial. If in reading this book people take a moment to reflect on the worth of places like Maryhill as oases of dreams-made-real, it’s relevant.
 
22. What makes the Maryhill Museum “America’s most improbable art museum”?
Its almost-laughably remote location; its dependence over the years for economic survival on everything from cattle and car commercials to wind turbines and French fashion dolls; its eclectic collections; its spectacular setting; and its implausible origins. If I pitched a movie script to you based on the idea that an eccentric tycoon, a chubby choreographer, a rich San Francisco would-be socialite, and the queen of an Eastern European country were going to create an art museum in the wilds of Washington state – and it would actually get off the ground and survive – you’d … well, given the dearth of original ideas in Hollywood, you’d probably buy it. But maybe not as “based on a true story.”
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BOOK CLUB QUESTIONS
1. What did you like most about the Dancer, Dreamers, and Queen of Romania?
2. What parts of the book were less appealing to you?
3. What scenes in the book engaged you the most?
4. What did you think of the book’s narrative? Did it spend too much time on any one person? Not enough?
5. Was the book the right length? Did you want more, or was it too long? Where did you feel it drag on, if at all?
6. Which of the Maryhill founders did you relate to the most?
7. Do you think any of those characters would make for good role models?
8. Which of the characters would you like to meet the most?
9. If you were making a movie about The Dancer, Dreamers, and the Queen of Romania, who would you cast and why?
10. Why do you think the author, Steven Wiegand, wanted to write a book about this museum?
11. Have you read other books by the author? How do they compare to this one?
12. Would you read another book by Wiegand? Why or why not?
13. How original and unique was this book?
14. Would you go visit the Maryhill Museum after reading this book? What would you be interested in seeing or learning about there the most?
15. How do you feel about the author’s research? Does it feel accurate and thorough? Does it feel like you’re reading a history textbook or a captivating story?
16. How does the author make learning about Maryhill’s history interesting and enjoyable?
17. Has this book changed your thoughts about art or museum culture? 
18. Would you read other books like Dancer, Dreamers, and The Queen of Romania?
19.  Would you recommend this to your friends or family?
20. Would you be a dancer, a dreamer, a queen?





ABOUT THE AUTHOR
 
[image: ]Steve Wiegand is an award-winning journalist and history writer. His 35-year journalism career was spent at the San Diego Evening Tribune, where he was chief political writer; San Francisco Chronicle, where he was state capitol bureau chief; and Sacramento Bee, where he was a special projects writer and politics columnist.

Wiegand is the author, co-author, or contributing author of eight books, including U.S. History for Dummies, which is currently in its fourth edition and has been published in both Chinese and German; the Mental Floss History of the World; Papers of Permanence; Lessons from the Great Depression for Dummies; and The American Revolution for Dummies.

He is a graduate of Santa Clara University, with a bachelor’s degree in American history and literature, and has a master’s degree in mass communications from San Jose State University.

He lives in Arizona.
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[NTRODUCTION

f you travel three miles west from where U.S. 97 meets the Columbia

River in Central Washington, you will come to a narrow shelf of land that

separates the steep treeless hills from the north bank of the river, about
300 feet below. The shelf is occupied by a massive three-story sand-colored
concrete building. It is as disconcerting in its setting as a naked person in
church. And every bit as riveting.

The building is the Maryhill Museum of Art.

A 2014 survey by the Institute of Museum and Library Services listed
slightly more than 35,000 museums in the United States—or about 9,500
more than the number of McDonald’s and Starbucks outlets combined. Of
those 35,000-plus museums, 1,605 were classified, like Maryhill, as art muse-
ums. But it is reasonably safe to say none of the other 1,604 art museums is
quite like Maryhill.

For one thing, it would be difficult to name another American art museum
that owns the 5,300 acres surrounding it—or a full-sized concrete replica of
Stonehenge. Or derives more revenue from wind turbines and alfalfa fields
than it does its paying visitors. Or that has a 10-mile-long pretzel-twist of
asphalt built in the early 1900s to demonstrate road engineering techniques
and is now routinely rented out for car commercials and skateboard races.

Then there is the museum’s setting. Encompassed by an oasis of greenery
that includes a sculpture garden, the structure boasts mesmerizing views
up and down the spectacular Columbia River Gorge. The hills that crowd
behind it are baked an unvaried golden hue. The color evokes thoughts of
van Gogh paintings from the south of France, and/or Twinkies, depend-
ing on one’s artistic/gastronomic predilections. Its isolation—105 miles
to Portland, 223 to Seattle, 90 to the nearest town with more than 15,000
people (Troutdale, Oregon.) and 13 miles to the nearest town of any kind
(Goldendale, Washington., population 3,428)—coupled with sometimes-
nasty winter weather, compels the museum to shut down from mid-November
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to mid-March.

And there is the building itself. It has been variously described as a
“Beaux Arts chateau,” “Flemish mansion,” or even a “Neo-Gothic castle.”
Its unlikely presence, as a 1987 New York Times piece aptly noted, is “oddly
fitting - it brought the better works of man near one of the better works of
nature.”

The fascination factor spills over to the museum’s eclectic contents: A
gallery of 87 works by the master sculptor Auguste Rodin. Scores of exquisite
chess sets from around the world. A collection of American Indian art and
artifacts that rivals the best in the country for its breadth and depth. A piece
of wood purportedly from the Mayflower. A three-set exhibit of one-third
life-size mannequins, wearing the haute couture of French designers from
1946, in theatre-style settings. Eastern Orthodox religious icons. A collection
of paintings from the American Classical Realist school. Art Nouveau glass
by Gallé and Lalique. A lock of Queen Victoria’s hair.

Blended into the mélange are bits and pieces from the lives of four people
whose dreams came together to create the museum, and spurred scores of oth-
ers to nurture it over the succeeding decades. The four were wildly different
from each other, with widely divergent backgrounds, talents and tempera-
ments. One was a dancer who had dreamed of becoming beautiful by creating
beauty. Another was a socialite who dreamed of being accepted for who she
wanted to be rather than who she was. The third was a rich man who dreamed
of being a great man. And the fourth was a real-life queen who dreamed of
being a fairy-tale queen.

Their supporting cast has been just as varied and equally as fascinating: A
small-town lawyer conflicted by big-time plans and an overabundance of cau-
tion; a taciturn cabinet maker with peculiar ideas about art and a razor-sharp
survival instinct; a flashy wheeler-dealer who loved Maryhill so much he
almost destroyed it; a rich art patroness who led an unsuccessful bid to take
over the museum, then returned as its financial angel, and a trio of women
who turned Maryhill from a scandal-plagued curiosity to an internationally
respected institution.
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Steve Wiegand

1 first encountered the Maryhill Museum of Art on a drizzly morning in
September 2014. My wife and I were driving home to California from British
Columbia. A vague paragraph in an automobile club guide and a nondescript
roadside marker morphed into a whim to enter a building that clearly had
been misplaced.

But it was there on purpose, insisted the woman who took our admission
money. She launched into a string of phrases explaining the museum’s origin,
which we were certain had no relationship to each other: “cars could drive
right through;” “sleep on the roof;” “Dracula’s castle;” “Stonehenge, down
the road;” “most beautiful woman in the world.”

A bit groggy from both the driving and the explanation, we spent a few
hours savoring the museum’s offerings, and began little by little to grasp the
bits of information with which we had been gently assaulted. On our way
out, we stopped for a debriefing with the admissions lady. As we talked, other
museum workers joined us—it wasn’t very busy—and Maryhill’s story began
to assume a clearer outline. Four people had created a repository of beauty
and memory in the middle of nowhere. Their dream became a continuing
reality through the determination and toil of generations of others who faced
formidable—and sometimes bizarre—obstacles to keep the museum going.

“It would make a great movie,” the admissions lady said. “Or,” said my
wife, “a book.”

A note or two on names: In some cases, I’ve used the first names of
people not from a sense of familiarity, but for clarity: There are, for example,
three Dolphs, two Brooks and an entire range of Hills. Also, I've used the
modern spelling for “Romania,” except in titles or direct quotes. Call it
author’s privilege.
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“This curious and interesting building”
NOVEMBER, 1926

he queen spent most of Election Day in Montana. Being a queen, she
had little interest in elections. Being the queen of Romania, she had
only a tourist’s interest in Montana.

Marie Alexandra Victoria was on the 16th day of her historic tour of the
United States and Canada. It was historic in the sense that very few queens
had ever visited North America. In 1887, the queen of Hawaii had traversed
the United States on her way to England, and in 1919, the queen of Belgium
had toured the country. But those queens had nothing on this queen.

This queen was a war heroine, an author, a diplomat—and a well-paid
spokeswoman for perfumes and cold cream. She was the granddaughter of
both the late Queen Victoria of Great Britain and the late Czar Alexander II
of Russia. She was related to royalty in nearly every country in Europe. And
she was, in the vernacular of the time, “the bee’s knees” when it came to her
looks.

The passing years—she had celebrated her 51st birthday five days
before—and the toll of having bome six children had added a few inches
to what had once been an impossibly slender 16-inch waist. But her figure
was still curvaceous, her honey-blonde hair still luxuriant, and her sky-blue
eyes still simultaneously guileless and beguiling. Marie had an easy, genu-
ine smile, and she exuded a heady mix of maternal warmth and school-girl
coquettishness. She also didn’t lack self-confidence.

“Yes, [ know I am said to be the most beautiful woman in Europe,” she
told an admiring interviewer in a book published the year of her tour—and
unblushingly subtitled “The Intimate Story of a Radiant Queen.” “About that,
of course, I cannot judge because I cannot know. But about the other queens,
I know I am the most beautiful queen in Europe.”

She was also, at least seemingly, coming to America at just the right time.
With the “Great War” behind them, and awash in waves of consumerism and
mass media, Americans in the 1920s were suckers for ballyhoo. Hundreds
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of magazines and some 2,000 daily newspapers printed millions of words
of news, gossip, commentary, speculation and innuendo. They were supple-
mented by 20,000 movie theaters and 500 radio stations (compared to zero
radio stations in 1919). And nothing stirred up the interests of the reading/
watching/listening public more than celebrities.

When movie star Rodolfo Alfonso Raffaello Pierre Filibert Guglielmi
di Valentina d’Antonguella—better known by his screen name of Rudolph
Valentino—died two months before Marie’s visit, an estimated 100,000 fans
showed up at his funeral. The surrounding publicity helped his estate grow
from “broke” to $600,000. More than two million people lined the streets of
Manhattan in August for a ticker tape parade to honor Gertrude Ederle for
being the first woman to swim the English Channel. And a real live queen was
worth every bit as much of a fuss as a dead actor or a female athlete.

“The Democrats and the Republicans were trying to have a little elec-
tion,” observed Will Rogers, America’s beloved cowboy sage, “and striving
to get a little publicity on it, but lord, she (Marie) landed right in the middle
of it, and everybody that did even remember the names of the candidates has
forgotten them by now...don’t ever say Americans ain’t cuckoo over titles and
royalty.”

Then, as now, celebrity sold: As part of what had become a $3-billion-
a-year advertising industry, baseball hero Babe Ruth pitched Old Gold ciga-
rettes, Hollywood sex symbol Clara Bow modeled Chiniquy silk-embroidered
hats, and Queen Marie put her royal imprimatur on Houbigant perfumes and
Pond’s skin creams.

“In every town I come to, I have been received like a conquering hero
returning from war,” she wrote her husband, King Ferdinand. “Everywhere
the whole state has been put on its feet and I am absolutely overwhelmed.”

But if 1920s America adored its celebrities, it also loved it when celebri-
ties got involved in public rumpuses. And Marie’s visit had been the subject
of intense international scrutiny and controversy even before she left Europe.
Many Romanian government officials were unhappy with her leaving the
country, especially because her eldest son had recently abdicated as crown
prince in order to marry a woman generally regarded as a gold-digging
“commoner.”

Many in the U.S. press were speculating that Marie was in the New World
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to do a little gold-digging of her own: She was here either to get Uncle Sam
to provide hefty financial aid to her country, or to marry off her 17-year-old
daughter Ileana to a rich American. Or both. There was even speculation that
the real purpose of Marie’s visit was to star in a movie.

There had been a lavish ticker-tape parade in New York City—dur-
ing which the city’s mayor had openly admired her bosom. There were
uncomfortable meetings with President Calvin Coolidge in Washington D.C.
There were two embarrassing stage performances of a fairy tale, written by
the queen and produced by Marie’s close friend, a faded American dancer/
choreographer named Loie Fuller. And there had been ceaseless bickering
and scheming among the sizeable retinue of politicians, society dowagers and
other groupies anxious to get as close as possible to royalty.

As her luxurious private train—dubbed The Royal Rumanian by the
press—rolled slowly through Montana, climbing the Rocky Mountains across
the Idaho panhandle and into Eastern Washington state, Marie was relieved to
be clear of the hordes of reporters and silk-hatted dignitaries, or at least most
of them, and made it into the countryside she had come to see.

She found it lovely. “It much resembles certain parts of Roumania and
Transylvania,” she noted in her journal. She even enjoyed the short whistle-
stop ceremonies at towns along the route. At Helena, she stood on the train’s
rear platform and exchanged pleasantries with a crowd of hundreds. The
crowd included the state’s governor, who had taken an 11-hour train ride to
be there in time to greet the queen. At Missoula, she cheerfully listened to the
University of Montana student band gamely struggle through the Romanian
national anthem.

Several times the train stopped so the royal party could gaze at herds of
bison or flocks of sheep. “If I had not the duty to be queen,” Marie wistfully
declared as she watched one flock, “I would want to be there. I would want
to be a shepherd or a cowgirl. I look over this rugged West of yours and
understand why this country is a land of freedom.”

Part of the day was spent with youngest daughter Ileana and second son
Nicky, who were accompanying her on the tour. They chatted about their
adventures in North Dakota the day before. There had been an impromptu
rodeo at Medora, and Ileana’s favorite American expression—which she
repeated somewhat annoyingly—had become “ride ‘em cowboy.” Marie
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periodically admired a small scar on one of her fingers. It marked where her
royal blood had been mingled with a Lakota chief at a ceremony in Mandan.
That made her an official sister of the tribe, with the entirely appropriate
name “She Who Was Waited For.”

But the queen also spent part of the day away from the others on the train.
She washed her hair, dictated to the secretary/ghostwriter who was helping
her write articles about her trip for an American newspaper syndicate, and
spent some time alone with her thoughts.

It was cold and rainy, and the weather didn’t help to lighten her mood,
or distract her from brooding about several issues. The day marked the 10th
anniversary of the death of her youngest son. Mircea had been just four years
old when he contracted typhoid fever. He died after 10 days of agony, while
Marie wept helplessly by his bedside. Time, other family crises, and the
convulsions and revulsions of a world war had dulled the sharp edges of her
pain, but spending the anniversary away from home jabbed at her.

There were also the constant—and confusing—reports from home that
her husband was seriously ill. Despite persistent rumors in the papers that
Marie would cut her trip short to rush home to his deathbed, the king had
assured his wife in a telegram a few days before that he was feeling fine. “I
am utterly pleased at your success,” he added.

However reassured Marie was about her husband’s health, there was an
event looming on the royal itinerary the next day that caused her no small
concern. It was the single official reason she had traveled 5,000 miles. In a
piece written before she left Europe, entitled “Why I Am Coming to America,”
Marie said she hoped “fo help found a sort of ‘Prix de Rome’ for artists of
the world to compete at home for the privilege of gaining the right to go
there and exhibit their art and participate as nationals in the achievement
of each of the nations to whom rooms have been consecrated and accepted.”

Translated into something closer to reality, the Queen of Romania was
here to dedicate an art museum, as a favor for a man whom she had only met
a couple of times and who didn’t really want her there, at least not yet. His
name was Samuel Hill.
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Depending on whom you asked, 69-year-old Sam Hill was either a
visionary or crazier than an outhouse rat. Southern-born, Northern-raised
and Harvard-educated, Sam wasn’t the source of the popular phrase “who/
what/when/where/why/how-the-Sam Hill?” The expression predated him by
decades. But it was often used when people talked about him—and people
often talked about Sam Hill.

Physically, Sam Hill tended to dominate his environs. He was tall, and
his broad shoulders, large head and thick hair made him seem even taller.
In his younger years, he was considered one of the most handsome men in
Minneapolis. Now, in his seniority, a woman traveling with Marie described
him as “a perfect giant of a man, with his shaggy white head and his ruddy
kindly face, reminding me more of a childhood dream of Santa Claus than
anyone I had ever seen (with) his rosy face and shaggy white eyebrows. He
looked like a hero who had stepped out of a book of legends, his great broad
shoulders and kindly smile vivified and exalted with his delight.”

A lawyer, railroad executive, utility company owner, world traveler
and transportation pioneer, Sam had made and spent fortunes. He had been
decorated by the leaders of four nations for his contributions to promoting
peace, building roads and supporting humanitarian causes. He was a master
of the grand gesture, such as when he hired a special train and brought 88
public officials to his estate to see a road-building demonstration. Even his
occasional tantrums were outsized, once angrily kicking his hat back and
forth across the lobby of a posh hotel for 15 minutes because his room wasn’t
ready.

Sam had a penchant for quixotic projects. These included a “peace arch”
that straddled the U.S.-Canada border, a full-size replica of the ancient British
monument Stonehenge on the banks of the Columbia River, and a 5,300-acre,
almost entirely unpopulated, agrarian community on the Washington-Oregon
border, which he called Maryhill—after his daughter, wife and mother-in-
law. All of them were named Mary Hill.

Part of Sam’s Maryhill dream was an immense three-story block of
concrete, situated on a ledge a few hundred feet above the Columbia on his
vast acreage. The locals jokingly referred to it as “Sam Hill’s Folly.” Once,
he had planned it as a home for his mentally ill daughter, a gathering place
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for his friends, and a refuge for himself. But World War I, financial reverses,
and other distractions meant the mansion had never been finished, let alone
lived in. Now, at the urging of Loie Fuller—the very same ex-dancer who was
Marie’s friend and one of the trip’s top sources of controversy—the plan was
to turn it into a center for the world’s artists, an oasis of beauty, a beacon of
world peace. Or something like that.

“Years ago, I invited Queen Marie to come and open the museum,” Sam
wrote to a friend, two weeks before the queen’s train was to arrive at Maryhill.
“] tried to get her to put it off until 1927. She preferred coming now.” And
she was bringing 21 crates of art, artifacts and memorabilia for the museum.

There were very good reasons for Sam wanting to delay the royal arrival.
For one thing, most of his money was tied up in land that no one wanted and
investments that were mostly tenuous. He was writing, he explained with
some hyperbole, from a tent in which he was living near the town of Nauvoo,
Alabama, about 60 miles northwest of Birmingham. He was “working 19
hours a day,” trying to make a go of a coal mine in which he had invested
heavily. “I mean to get back on my feet again,” he assured his friend.

Just before Marie’s ship arrived in America, Sam had gone to New
York to help establish her itinerary, and then headed west to deal with some
formidable logistical problems before the queen’s visit. One of them was the
problem of access to the structure Marie was coming to dedicate. A long-
delayed road on the Washington side of the river linking Maryhill to the urban
areas to the west was nowhere near complete. The Oregon side boasted a
splendid highway all the way to Portland. Sam had been a key figure in its
construction. But the ferry services—the biggest of which Sam owned—con-
necting the Oregon highway to Maryhill were at the mercy of the often-brutal
weather in the river gorge. And while there was a railroad bridge crossing the
river, train service was limited and the local station pitifully inadequate for
large groups.

The most vexing problem for Sam with Marie coming now to dedicate
the museum, however, was this: There was no museum.

Passing through the tiny timber town of Sandpoint, Idaho, the Royal
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Rumanian picked up an unexpected passenger. Prodded by his buddies,
Lester Brown had climbed onto the balcony of the train’s observation car as
it crawled through the depot. It was bold move for a 10-year-old, but Lester’s
bravado turned to terror when the train suddenly picked up speed. Lester
quickly found himself in the presence of royalty—and quite possibly wonder-
ing if Romanian custom dictated beheadings for interlopers.

“Like a poor little bird caught in a room without finding the window
to fly out again, he was in a terrible state of fright and upset and burst into
tears,” Marie recalled in her journal. “I wonder what Mother will think,” the
boy wailed.

The queen reacted with maternal instinct and experience: She quieted the
youthful intruder with candy. Prince Nicholas gave him a sweater to wear,
Princess Ileana engaged him in a game of beanbag, and little Lester ended up
dining on trout and duck with the royals. Marie sent a telegram to his mom,
assuring her “he will be returned to you at the earliest possible moment and
be taken care of until he is put in your hands by a representative of mine. We
are happy to have him with us.”

“The earliest possible moment” turned out to be 75 miles away, in
Spokane, Washington, where Lester was put on a train for home, carrying an
autographed copy of a fairytale book written by Marie. “I wasn’t scared, only
I kept thinking what Mama would say,” the boy told reporters. And even at
10, Lester wasn’t immune to the queen’s charms: “She was the finest lady I
ever saw,” he solemnly said.

Spokane gave the royals a tumultuous welcome. The local newspaper,
the Spokesman-Review, estimated as many as 50,000 people turned out to
watch Marie’s entourage roll down the city’s main street from the railroad
station. That was an impressive number considering the entire town num-
bered just a bit more than 100,000 and it was a pretty cold night. American
and Romanian flags were strung across the thoroughfares, a military band
played and National Guard troops and police held back the cheering throngs.

The newspaper also gave Marie high marks for her queenliness. She
“wore everything a queen should wear—pearls, ropes of them, diamonds and
ermine. Her blonde hair is bobbed, but it was confined in a Juliette cap that
framed her face tightly and accentuated the beauty of her heavy-browed deep
blue eyes. Caps from now on will be the rage.”
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At the city’s finest hostelry, the Davenport Hotel, Marie and her children
were escorted to a makeshift throne in a large reception hall, and hundreds
of lucky citizens were permitted to march past and have a look at them.
Members of the Nez Perce and Coeur d’ Alene tribes, in ceremonial dress,
danced, presented gifts of apples and trout, and adopted Ileana (“Red Bird”)
and Nicky (“White Whirlwind”).

“Suddently, old Sam Hill was in our midst,” Marie later recalled in her
journal. “The ‘White Lion’ as I call him, a quaint old fellow with an over-big
head and a tower of white hair. Exactly where he had come from, and how,
I was not able to grasp; but there he was in a tremendous sombrero (cowboy
hat), with his old-world, rather disconcerting courtesy and over-low voice...”.
After gazing rapturously at the queen, Sam knelt and kissed her hand.

“No one with an understanding heart or a sense of drama could witness
that scene entirely unmoved,” wrote an onlooker. “... Here was Don Quixote
at the feet of Dulcinea.”

‘Where Sam had suddenly come from was a private rail car that was being
attached to the Royal Rumanian during the ceremonies. He wasn’t alone.
With him were two women familiar to the queen.

The first would have stood out in almost any crowd. Alma Spreckels was
six feet tall, without heels, at a time when the average height of an American
male was 5°9”. At 45, her youthful voluptuousness had given way to a more
matronly appeal, but her visage still boasted clear blue eyes and a creamy
complexion. She was expensively, if not extravagantly, dressed. Her physical
appearance alone commanded attention.

Her personality was equally outsized. “Big Alma” spoke to be heard,
often in the next room. Her favorite drink was martinis, by the pitcher. She
loved to swim in the nude, sometimes with an audience. When she went shop-
ping for furniture, in France, she told reporters “I’m going to find me a bed
that kings have made love in.” Her San Francisco mansion—the most palatial
in the city—reportedly had bridge tables in some of its 27 bathrooms, just in
case a foursome of guests got two urges at the same time. She was routinely
profane, and often witty. When the popular gossip columnist Elsa Maxwell
once cattily asked her how old she was, Alma snapped back, “old enough to
remember when there was no Elsa Maxwell.”

She was also very, very rich. The week before Marie arrived in America,
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the California Inheritance Tax Office estimated with bureaucratic precision
that Alma and her children were heirs to a $14,944,495 estate left by her late
husband, sugar baron Adolph B. Spreckels. That translated to roughly $205
million in 2017 dollars, making Alma one of the wealthiest women in the
country.

Just now, in the presence of the queen, Alma was also more than a little
annoyed. She had met Marie seven years before. The queen appreciated the
relief work Alma had done on behalf of Romania during the war, and had
reciprocated by promising art pieces for San Francisco’s Palace of the Legion
of Honor Museum, which Alma had founded with her late husband. When
Marie’s U.S. trip had been announced, Alma’s old friend Sam Hill had asked
her to serve as the queen’s official hostess for the West Coast leg of the tour.

But Alma had been snubbed, first by railroad officials who refused to
allow her to hook up her own private car to the queen’s train, and then by
Portland and Seattle society matrons who had no intention of allowing a San
Francisco interloper to dictate who got to sit closest to the queen in their cit-
ies. If Alma smiled while greeting the queen in the Davenport Hotel ballroom,
it was almost certainly through clenched teeth.

The other woman with Sam Hill was Alma’s close friend—and physical
and emotional antithesis. Loie Fuller was barely 5 feet tall, overweight, and
most decidedly unfeminine. As a young actress, she often played a boy. As
she matured and became known for her dancing rather than her acting, she
was “not a sylph, but built like a column—round and firm and compact.”
Even at the height of her fame, she usually dressed as if she had been caught
in a thrift store explosion. Now, as she approached the age of 65, Loie was in
the words of an interviewer “a fat, vivacious, charming lady she looks like a
gypsy, with kindly blue eyes and energetic, nervous hands—a Bedouin in a
sandy-colored veil and tortoise shell goggles.”

Her life overflowed with exclamation points. She was wildly ambitious,
but rarely finished one project before dashing off to another. She was bub-
bly, naive and overwhelmingly charming, so much so that she made many
people nervous. But her ditzy demeanor belied a scientific bent that had led
her to innovations in stage lighting, costuming and choreography. She was
one of the first women to produce a motion picture. And despite her unim-
pressive physical appearance, her dancing was the inspiration for sculpture,
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paintings and posters by masters that included Auguste Rodin and Henri de
Toulouse-Lautrec. )

Through a set of absurdly unlikely circumstances, Loie had become an
overnight sensation at the fabled Folies Bergére in Paris. Draped in hundreds
of yards of gauzy material and using her own lighting system, Loie performed
night after night to sold-out houses and rave reviews. Not only was she the
most famous American woman in France and most of the rest of Europe, she
was making unheard-of money.

But money and Loie never stayed in the same room long, unless it was in
someone else’s pocket. She thus became adept at befriending those with deep
pockets. As her career faded, she often coaxed funds from wealthy folks she
had befriended—such as Queen Marie, Sam Hill and Alma Spreckels.

It was Loie who had pushed Sam into turning his unfinished mansion
into an art museum, and who cajoled Marie into coming to dedicate it. But
Romanian officials viewed her influence on the queen with great suspicion,
America’s upper crust viewed her status as a washed-up performer with
disdain, and most of the public had only a vague memory that she had once
been famous. Now, powerless, ill and embarrassed, Loie remained in the
background as Sam performed his knightly gallantries at the hotel.

Once the reception had concluded, Marie was led to the hotel’s somehow-
appropriately named Marie Antoinette Room, where she gave a brief live
radio address that was broadcast simultaneously over stations in Spokane,
Portland and Seattle. Then she was taken to the local newspaper offices,
where editors implored her to read election results from the balcony to the
throngs waiting below.

“I however gently declined giving Spokane that thrill,” Marie wrote in
her journal. “Strange people! Like big children, disconcerting indeed.”

Roughly 250 miles southwest of the Davenport, people in a decidedly
more rustic hotel were preparing for the queen. The Meadowlark Inn had
been built by Sam as part of the “town” he had also built. Neither actually
functioned as an inn or a town.

The nearest real community, which was a mile down the hill on the river,
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had in essence been taken over by Sam when his own town failed to attract
anyone to live in it. The village, which had been known as Columbus but was
now known as Maryhill, was described by a frequent visitor as “mostly sand
and boulders, covered with sagebrush, inhabited by lizards, with an occa-
sional rattlesnake.” There was a railroad station that was basically a shed, a
few residences, a schoolhouse, a church, a gas station, a small building that
served as a post office, and an abandoned barn. The unsightly barn had been
burned down in an effort to remove it from the queen’s view. Now she could
view the charred remains of an abandoned barn instead.

The inn was a drab two-story wooden building with a columned porch,
lit by kerosene lamps and warmed by wood stoves. Originally dubbed the St.
James, the inn had been moved by Sam from its original site a few hundred
feet away to make way for a war memorial he was building—in the shape of
a full-scale concrete model of Stonehenge. The Meadowlark had been closed
to the public for two years, and the sign above the door was so worn, the old
“St. James” name could be seen. “It resembles,” one reporter wrote, “some
country hotel of a generation ago.”

Undaunted—or resigned to the lack of another choice—an unlikely team
of locals and society matrons from Portland’s upper crust had done their best
to gussy up the inn to receive the royal party. Then, while Marie’s train made
its way from Spokane, they stayed up most of the night playing cards and
listening to election returns on the radio.

It had been a busy two weeks since Sam had telegrammed friends and
officials in the area asking them to get things ready for the queen. In the town
of Goldendale, which was about 13 miles from Maryhill and the only nearby
community of any size, a committee was formed to provide transportation for
the royal party of about 40 from the train station to the inn, and then to the
mansion/museum. A hotel owner was given the honor of driving the queen,
mainly because he had the newest car in town. The prince and princess would
ride in the local undertaker’s car.

Committees were also established to handle traffic control and parking,
find U.S. and Romanian flags, and provide enough trucks to transport local
school kids, who were being let out of class for the day, to the dedication
ceremony. Even the railroad rails had been polished for two miles in each
direction from the Maryhill station.
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Three miles from the Meadowlark, Sam’s unfinished edifice was also
a beehive of activity, as local volunteers and hired workmen frenetically
labored at putting lipstick on a three-story pig. Newspaper reporters who
wheedled or bribed their way into the mansion in the week before the royal
arrival were variously stunned and appalled at what they saw. Exterior walls
were cracked, and interior walls had never been finished. Iron rods stuck out
of the floor. Windows were heavily barred and admitted little light. The only
thing that could be construed as art was a single piece of carved marble.

A reporter for the Oregon Journal wrote that a workman told him “six to
nine inches of dirt and dust had accumulated, and the floor had become the
burial ground of many rats. He need not have told me the latter, for my nose
was in perfect working order that day.”

“It has been guarded against vandalism,” United Press reported, “but the
greatest vandal of all, Father Time, has exacted his toll, until today the great
concrete structure is hardly a fit place in which to entertain a queen.”

But with the dirt and rodent carcasses removed, a team of eight Goldendale
women worked heroically. They draped the interior with the official Romanian
colors of red, yellow and blue. Pine boughs, and chrysanthemums imported
from Portland florists, were used to brighten, and obscure, the unfinished
columns. A speakers’ platform, complete with robed throne, was installed. A
huge floral wreath that contained intertwined U.S. and Romanian flags was
placed opposite the stage. Someone even cadged a worn red carpet from a
Portland hotel, which would be used at the railroad station, then rushed ahead
of the queen to the Meadowlark Inn and on to the mansion.

“The last frontier, a bit rough in its infancy, combed its hair and filed
its nails for a spiffy occasion, the like of which has never been seen before,”
crowed a local newspaper.Then everyone held their breath to see if all the
grooming was fit for a queen.

On the train, Marie awoke to strange scenery and an unusual breakfast.
The breakfast, concocted by a railroad chef at the request of Sam, consisted
of a round piece of toast topped with white chicken meat cooked in cream
and butter. On top of that was another piece of toast, on which was perched a
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