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Van Buren 
couldn't buy love 

David M. Zimmer·· 
NorthJersey.com 

USA TODAY NETWORK - NEW JERSEY 

E 
dith Marie Van Buren had presidential forebears, an Engle

wood estate and a lemon of a marriage that she eventually 
turned into lemonade.• The daughter of a U.S. diplomat and 
a railroad heiress, Van Buren was aggressive in her pu,rsuit of 

leisure. She spent most of the first half of her adult life traveling Europe 
and the second as a true globetrotter. 

See VAN BUREN, Page 2 Edith Marie Van Buren. FILE 
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"Nearly all her life has 
been spent in foreign 
lands, and she has been 
around the world four 
times," The San Francisco 
Call reported in her July, 
1900 wedding announce
ment. "She is a capital rider, 
a gifted linguist and enjoys . 
friendship with many nota
ble people in Europe, in
cluding King Leopold of 
Belgium, who has repeat~ 
edly showered the fair 
American with favors and 
attention." 

Van Buren's elite social 
status saw her shine at 
state dinners. She likewise 
excelled at glarnping. 

In 1898, Van Buren and 
her friend Mary Evelyn 
Hitchcock braved the Klon
dike. On the outskirts of 
Dawson, Alaska, they were 
treated to an eight-course 
dinner that included peach 
ice cream and sparkling 
wine from the Moselle re
gion, and escalloped toma
toes prepared by Van Bu
ren, according to Hitch
cock's account. 

A "wonderfully clever 
businesswoman," Van Bu
ren helped the pair pro
cure some of the more cru
cial and profitable items 
for the Alaskan excursion, 
Hitchcock wrote in her 
memoir of the trip, "Two 

Women jn the Klondike." 
The pair slept on bespoke 
air mattresses ·procured 
from a San Francisco mer
chant and hung from 
custom hammocks. 
They had attendants · 
who didn't appreciate 
being called servants, 
despite Van Buren's evi
dent persistence. 

They also brought 
along two Great Danes, 
a portable bowling alley 
and one of the first film
strip players, called an 
"animatoscope." They 
used the latter as an en
ticement to their travel
ing bazaar, from which 
they sold an odd variety 
of things from 
canned goods to reli
gious services. 

Just two years later, 
Van Buren was in Lon
don to marry the we>rst 
type of count: a fake 
Italian one called the 
Count de Castelmenar
do, whom she had met in 
France. 

Perfect pedigree 

Born in 1858, Van Buren 
defined "upper crust." Her 
father, Gen. Thomas Brod
head Van Buren, was a 
union officer and a neph
ew of a former, U.S. presi
dent who served as the 
United States consul-gen
eral in Japan· between 1874 
and 1885. Her mother, 
Harriet Sheffield, was the 
daughter of the railroad 
magnate Joseph ECifl Shef-
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field. 
Sheffield's brother-in

law, William Walter 
Phelps, urged the family to 
move to Teaneck. Phelps, 
who invested in Bergen 
plots from an office in 
Closter, owned roughly 
half the present town 
when he died in 1894. The 
Teaneck municipal build
ing now stands on the 
grounds of his 350-foot
long home, an immacu
lately upgraded b~ that 
burned in 1888. 

Van Buren had an es
tate in Englewood. Rather 
than a home, it was more 
of a vacation spot. She 
spent most of her time in 
Europe hobnobbing. "At 
one time, she caused a 
good deal of talk in Europe 
by visiting a number of 
fashionable watering 
places without a chaper
one," The Morning Call of 
Paterson reported in 1903. 
"Her Gibsonian type of 
beauty attracted much at
tention, wl:iich was not 
lessened by the report of 
her wealth, which fol
lowed her everywhere." 

Van Buren's much-an
ticipated wedding in the 
summer of1900 seemed to 
be on the up and up, ac
cording to the report in 
The San Francisco Call. 
Van Buren's patience in 
selecting a suitor was evi
dently about to pay off. 
She was to become the 
Countess de Castelmenar
do and join the Neapolitan 
nobility. 

The writing was none
theless on the wall when 
her betrothed, Gennaro 
Vessichio, aka Count Ves
sichio di Castelmenardo, 
convinc;ed her to pay her 
own bridal expenses. 

The newlyweds re
turned that winter to 
Van Buren's Englewood 
home. Just one month 
later, in January 1901, 
Van Buren's mother 
died, leaving her daugh
ter a large portion of her 
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estate valued at $200,000, The Morn
ing Call of Paterson reported. For Van 
Buren, more money led to more prob
lems. Within a month, the countess 
vented her frustration with a notice 
in the Englewood Press. "Please in
form the stupid people of Englewood 
that I am perfectly willing to pay the 
debts for which I am responsible. 
Those for which I am not responsible, 
I refuse to pay," it stated. 

By May 1901, the "count" had left 
for Europe. For some time, he refused 
to return, The Morning Call reported. 
Vessichio's favorite haunt was Monte 
Carlo, according to a November 1907 
report in The New York Times. There, 
he had a stand-in for Van Buren, it 
claimed. Rather than give Van Buren 
her promised place in Europe's ruling 
elite, Vessichio was a grifter who used 
Van Buren's money for "gambling and 
fast living," the Times reported. 

In 1906, Van Buren sought payback. 
A cryptic segment of a January 1906 
article in The Morning Call set the 

tone. "The Countess de Castelmendaro 
... does not believe in matrimony for a 
girl with a career. She declares that 
marriage as a means of happiness is a 
ghastly failure and that the bachelor 
girl is independent and happy," the pa
per reported in January 1906. 

Later that year, Van Buren paid 
$4,000 to legalize the count's title 
before turning him in to authorities, 
according to her New York Times 
obituary. The baron received a 
three-month imprisonment after 
being convicted by the Italian 
courts of "faithlessness." Van Buren 
kept her noble title even after the 
November 1907 divorce. The 
"count," however, had been con
firmed in his standing as a fraud and 
a criminal. After a lengthy investi
gation, Naples police declared him 
an indebted convict and Camorrist 
(a mafia-style criminal and extor
tionist), according to the Times. 

Van Buren died in the Waldorf-As
toria Hotel in New York City in May 
1914. Her funeral was held at First 
Presbyterian Church in Englewood. 
Seldom seen or heard of following the 
divorce, Van Buren's cause of death 
was unknown, The Record reported. 
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