
C U R S E D  D Y N A S T I E S 
SOME DYNASTIES BL A ME THEIR SCA NDA LS ON CURSES, 

BUT THE R EA L R EASON IS ‘MONEY’ – A CASE OF HUGE  
W EA LTH BLUR RING THEIR MOR A L JUDGEMENTS...

Words by JOSEPH BULLMORE 
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In 1969 Edward Kennedy 
had a car crash while 
leaving Chappaquiddick 
Island – he survived, but 
his passenger aide died 
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came off second best in a Dallas tête-à-tête 
with a hollow-point rifle round, Robert F. 
Kennedy began working his way through the 
ancient Greek tragedies in search of some cut-
price therapy. In one copy of Aeschylus, the 
politician had underlined a single sentence, 
according to his biographer, Evan Thomas: 'All 
arrogance will reap a harvest rich in tears. God 
calls men to a heavy reckoning for overweening 
pride.’ From then on, Bobby was convinced ‘the 
Kennedys were the House of Atreus, noble and 

doomed,’ writes Thomas. ‘And RFK began to 
see himself as Agamemnon.’ When, a year after 
that, his youngest brother Teddy was involved 
in a gruesome plane crash from which only he 
emerged intact, Bobby took the opportunity to 
point out that ‘someone up there doesn’t like 
us.’ But it wasn’t until five years later – when 
Bobby himself was shot dead in the kitchen  
of the Ambassador Hotel in Los Angeles – that 
anyone paid attention to the elephant in the 
room. ‘There was now a pattern that could not 
be ignored.’ Bobby’s son Michael later wrote; 
‘It was as if fate had turned against us.’ 

The further you climb down the family tree, 
the harder it is to write that sort of hokum 
off. Reading the Kennedy timeline is a bit 
like flicking through the skeleton script of 
the latest Final Destination film, albeit one 
with a particular reliance on mental illness, 
plane crashes, assassinations and cocaine. 
Celebrity sceptic Robert T. Caroll PhD goes 
on to dismiss the family’s bad luck as not 
particularly ‘disproportionate’ to their size, 
but simply ‘disproportionately public’. What 
the good doctor overlooks, however, is that one 
might well feed the other. The most fascinating 
dynasties of the past century are spoken about 
not just because they are brilliant, but because 
they are brilliantly unfortunate as well. Might 
it be the case that somewhere, among the DNA 
of the deeply successful, there sits a gene for 
melodrama of truly Grecian proportions?

‘ There was a 
pattern that 
could not be 
ignored... as if 
fate had turned 
against us’
MICHAEL KENNEDY

Left: John F. Kennedy (middle) 
and Robert (right) would be 
assassinated, while Edward 
(left) caused the death of a 
woman in a car crash and was 
given a suspended jail sentence.
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On paper Prince Rainier III of Monaco lived a 
charmed life. Handsome, fiercely intelligent, 
and married to the most beautiful actress in 
the world, the only thorn in Rainier’s side 
was that his tiny principality on the French 
Riviera was failing fast. At the time of his 
accession to the throne in 1949, Monaco had 
no resources to speak of, an industry built 
on a creaking casino or two, and a rapidly 
ageing population. But Rainier had a canny 
head for business on his shoulders (locals still 
remember, with second-hand pride, how ‘he 
screwed De Gaulle and he screwed Onassis’ 
while building his business empire) and 
quickly set about transforming Monaco into 
an inviting tax-haven for the ultra wealthy. So 
far, so fairytale. 

But then Paris Match got involved. During 
the Cannes Film Festival of 1955, the French 

society magazine put together a matchmaking 
photoshoot with the 31-year-old Prince 
Rainier and the 26-year-old starlet Grace 
Kelly. Though things got off to a poor start 
(she was late, he was later; he was shy and she 
was ‘preoccupied’) the pair found themselves 
engaged before the year was out. It was only 
then that the continental press – buoyed by 
the whisperings of the principality’s elderly 
courtiers – began to dredge up half-forgotten 
folk tales of the ‘curse of the Grimaldis’, 
Prince Rainier’s family line. Allegedly cast 
by a young maiden-turned-witch after she 
was kidnapped by Prince Rainier I in the 
13th century, the curse is said to ensure that 
‘A Grimaldi will never be able to find true 
happiness in marriage.’

And soon, like something from a tabloid 
columnist’s fever dream, the young Prince’s 
family unit struck a rich seam of bad luck. 
Rainier’s eldest daughter became entangled, 
at just 21, with a deeply inappropriate playboy 
some 17 years her senior, while the prince’s 
own marriage was punctuated by infidelity 
and seismic feuds. But it wasn’t until Grace 
Kelly’s sports car careered off a mountain road 
in 1982 that the locals began to tut knowingly 
of the family curse. Shortly afterwards, her 
daughter Caroline’s second husband, Italian 
oil heir Stefano Casiraghi, was killed while 
racing his speedboat off the coast of Cap 
Ferrat. Only a week earlier, he had escaped 
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death by a matter of seconds when the boat 
exploded in a Guernsey cove.

Today there is a whole wing of the 
internet devoted to the conspiracy theorist 
twitchings around the family’s failed unions 
(Princess Stephanie’s various affairs with her 
bodyguard, an elephant trainer, and a circus 
acrobat certainly add some soap opera colour 
to the murmurings) and an entire annexe of 
the French glossy press has been constructed 
to service the ‘will-they-won’t-they’ divorce 
rumours of the latest generation. But as a 
rule, the Monacan Grimaldis dismiss any talk 
of curses as they might a hungover footman or 
a corked magnum. ‘I had never heard a word 
about it until I read it in the papers,’ sighed 
the current ruler, Prince Albert II, in a rare 
interview with The Guardian. The Kennedy 
family, however, could not so naturally adopt 
this Gallic shrug. 

‘It was the Kennedys themselves – not their 
detractors – who were the first true believers 
in the curse,’ writes Edward Klein, biographer 
of the clan’s hoodoo. Time magazine had 
already described how the Kennedy deaths 
were ‘commensurate with the drama and 
weight of their public life... when their 
children die prematurely, it can seem almost 
as if fate were picking them off for sport.’ But 
it was Teddy Kennedy himself who first used 
the ‘curse’ word in public, after a reputation-
bludgeoning car crash at Chappaquiddick. 

Top left to right: The 
funeral of Princess 
Grace, who died in a 
car crash after having 
a stroke at the wheel; 
Prince Rainier III and 
the actress on their 
wedding day; her death 
made world headlines.
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Teddy had skidded his Oldsmobile off a 
single-lane bridge and into a tidal channel 
before swimming to safety and leaving his 
passenger, staffer Mary Jo Kopechne, to 
drown. He did not report the incident for 
nine hours. As the dust was settling from 
the scandal, Teddy took to television to 
wonder aloud ‘whether some awful curse did 
actually hang over all the Kennedys’. It was a 
speech that had been written by his political  
advisor Ted Sorenson and signed off by the 
family at large. 

From that moment on, the media agenda 
was set. Bobby’s son David Kennedy dies of a 
heroin overdose in a Palm Beach hotel room; 
Teddy’s son Patrick goes to rehab for cocaine 
addiction; cousin William Kennedy is accused 
of rape at the family’s Florida holiday home; 
Michael Kennedy dies in a skiing accident; 
John F. Kennedy Jr dies when he crashes 
his plane off Martha’s Vineyard; Michael 
Skakel, his cousin, is found guilty of a historic 
hammer murder: what could otherwise be 
explained by caprice, foolishness, arrogance 
or immaturity could now be attributed to the 
otherworldly. For a family that described, to 
near universal enchantment, its presidential 
seat as ‘Camelot’, such a mystical brand 
alignment is not all that unlikely. Sometimes, 
a curse is just good business. 

There is, of course, a common denominator 
in the gruesome litany of bad luck above – 
extreme wealth. In fact, pick any family that 

has been described, at one point or another, by 
an overeager sub-editor as ‘cursed’, and you’ll 
find a surname that’s a byword for money: 
Vanderbilt, Getty, Astor, Von Bismarck. 

If absolute power corrupts absolutely, then 
exorbitant wealth curses pretty reliably. The 
recipe is fairly straightforward. Take a tycoon 
with a talent for monopolising commodities 
(oil, fur, real estate, influence, railways), throw 
in a wealthy second generation with a good eye 
for consolidation and a taste for impossibly 
attractive aristocratic spouses, and mix the 
whole thing with a silver spoon. What you’ll 
get out the other end is a third generation 
with little perspective, lots of toys, and a very 
fast pram to throw them out of. The pattern 
is so well established, in fact, that economists 
have given it a name: the Bruddenbrooks 
effect. (It derives from Thomas Mann’s 1901 
novel of the same name, in which he paints  
a portrait of a bourgeois industrialist family 
that then squanders its fortunes through a 
combination of nogoodnik grandchildren and 
flashy inheritances.)

If the only real curse is too much money, 
then it doesn’t take a witch-doctor to figure 
out how to banish it. In his book Dynasties: 
Fortunes and Misfortunes of the World’s Great 
Family Businesses, the economist David S. 
Landes advocates those rules laid out by 
Robert Peugeot, patriarch of the French car-
making empire. Peugeot’s insistence that 
‘Shares in the enterprise would be passed only 

to sons, never to daughters or sons-in-law’ is 
almost impressively unfashionable, while his 
recommendation that ‘black sheep had to be 
put aside, where they could make no trouble’ is 
sound, if notoriously tricky to implement. 

Business guru Stephen R. Covey, meanwhile, 
suggests that a family sets out to write its own 
mission statement (as a tech start-up or charity 
might do, which, in combination, is essentially 
how many dynasties model themselves) so that 
the younger generation can ask themselves, 
at every junction, whether they’re sticking 
to the script. But what to write? ‘Draw up 
a bulletproof pre-nup and stay away from 
speedboats’ is pretty savvy, but leaves room for 
interpretation, while ‘change your surname 
and move to Alaska’ would probably do the 
trick but seems a bit of a nuclear option. (The 
Kennedy’s own ‘first commandment’ says 
Klein, has long been ‘Thou shalt not be a loser.’ 
It might have a couple of things to answer to.) 
While the rest of the California-tinged advice 
is so vague as to be almost counterproductive: 
‘Try to plan ahead.’

Naturally, something of a cottage industry 
has popped up (albeit a cottage with two 
Picassos and a dead debutante in the steam 
room) to help the great and good navigate 
their next steps. The Institute for Preparing 
Heirs is a wealth-consultancy-cum-private 
university-cum-intervention-therapist which 
is based in Pasadena, California. Their mission 
statement (aha!) is a neat Bruce Forsyth-ism: 
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‘Today, wealth advisors prepare assets for 
heirs... going forward, advisors will also prepare 
heirs for assets.’ Then there’s Thayer Willis, 
a ‘wealth counsellor’ who was actually born 
into the founding family of the intimidatingly 
successful Georgia-Pacific paper conglomerate, 
going on to author two operating manuals on 
the subject: Beyond Gold and Navigating the 
Dark Side of Wealth. When I speak to her on 
the eve of Thanksgiving (the greatest test of 
familial strength) she is bracingly pragmatic 
about the inheritance cycle. 

‘Your twenties and thirties are a time for 
psychological development. If you get a 
financial fortune at that point, it’s distracting 
at the very least, or at the most, it grinds you 
to a halt completely.’ In her eyes, the problem 
isn’t simply the money, but the people 
that come along for the ride. ‘These heirs 
become surrounded by sycophants, even on a 
professional level: doctors, accountants, PAs, 
lawyers,’ she explains. ‘They like their job, they 
like the money, they like being around famously 
wealthy people. And so they’re very reluctant 
to say “no” or to challenge anything.’ In effect, 
these guardians and hangers-on become 
enablers for a spiral of self-destruction. 

‘It’s known as the Elvis Syndrome,’ Willis 
says. Naturally, it’s a very tempting sickness to 
succumb to. ‘In the end, it doesn’t necessarily 
come down to how much money you have 
been handed. It comes down to personality  
and character.’

Well, what do we know about the personalities 
of the doomed clans of the past century? For 
one thing, most of their younger members 
have an obsession with things that go hard 
and fast, whether that might be a powerboat, 
an amphetamine-stoked neurotransmitter, 
or a high-end escort. In fact, you could fill 
an entire aircraft carrier with the wrecked 
sports cars, personal jets, speedboats and 
motorcycles that have brought death to these 
dynasties across the years (and you might 
win a Turner Prize in the process). Another 
trait is a questionable choice in other-halves. 
John Paul Getty, the founding father of the 
sprawling multi-monopoly clan, married 
five times and boasted to his lawyers in 1954 
that he had had more than 100 lovers and 
that he’d need to give some money to all of 
them. (On his direct family, however, he 
only ever poured disdain and disapproval by 
the oil tanker load. The family’s biographer, 
Robert Lenzner, believes that this contempt 
is the root of all the tragedies that would keep  
the Gettys in the global tabloid press for the 
next 50 years.) 

The son who came to be his sole trustee, 
Gordon Getty, was a highly regarded San 
Francisco philanthropist (along with all the 
wine buffery and opera appreciation that 
you’d hope) until it was discovered that he 
had an entire second family living in Los 
Angeles. Another son, John Paul Getty Jr., 
threw away his heir-apparent credentials 
when he divorced his first wife and became 
embroiled with the femme fatale Talitha 
Pol – a Dutch bohemian who’d grown up in 
Bali and designed her own dresses – in 1964. 
They began hanging out with the Rolling 
Stones and Rome’s burgeoning psychedelic 
set, became heavily invested in the 1960s 
counterculture, and named their son Tara 
Gabriel Galaxy Gramophone. Six years later, 
Talitha was found dead in the Italian capital 
from a heroin overdose. 

Meanwhile, the Getty’s inter-generational 
relationships were even more chaotic. When 
the so-called Golden Hippie, John Paul III, 
was kidnapped by Calabrian gangsters, his 
grandfather J. Paul Getty simply sniffed: 
‘I  have 14 other grandchildren. If I pay one 
penny, I’ll have 14 kidnapped grandchildren,’ 

before an Italian newspaper received his 
grandson’s mutilated ear in the post. The 
patriach’s eldest son, George Franklin Getty, 
received a cascade of sarcastic and belittling 
memos from New York, reminding him 
that: ‘His father was watching constantly 
and without admiration,’ writes Lenzner. 
George soon stabbed himself with a barbecue 
knife and then he went on to ingest a lethal  
dose of painkillers.

Meanwhile, the Vanderbilts (relatively the 
richest family in the history of the US), stoked 
up ‘The Trial of The Century’ over a shadowy 
child abuse and custody case centering on 
socialite Gloria Morgan Vanderbilt and her 
infant daughter. Wendy Burden, the great-
great-granddaughter of the family’s founding 
father, published a memoir with a title that 
says it all, really: Dead End Gene Pool. As W.H. 
Auden put it: ‘What all schoolchildren learn/
Those to whom evil is done/Do evil in return.’ 

There’s something quietly comforting in 
the idea that the Vanderbilts or the Gettys 
or the Kennedys are haunted by a curse; that 
there’s a kind of cosmic audit that is calling 
in their borrowed luck with 3,000 per cent 
interest. This karmic ombudsman is dressed 
up in various outfits: the Rabbi Meir Yeshurun 
at the Boca Raton synagogue (which flanks 
the Kennedy holiday pile) invokes a force 
somewhere between Pandora’s Box and Lord 
Voldemort when he whispers that ‘somebody 
in the Kennedy family did something to open 
the family to this negative energy, and that 
has been plaguing the Kennedys for decades.’ 
Elsewhere, there’s something of the Old 
Testament to the story that old Joe Kennedy 
(JFK’s father) woke the original curse from its 
slumber when he upset a rabbi fleeing Europe 
on a storm-battered warship.

The Vanderbilt curse is sometimes dressed 
up as an anti-colonial parable, with stories 
of the family’s railways desecrating Native 
American heartlands, while the Joel diamond 
magnates of the Netherlands trace their own 
string of assassinations back to their digging 
on ancient tribal burial grounds (without 
stopping to wonder if it had anything to do 
with the rockery of cut gems in their family 
members’ pockets). But, like most folk tales 
and conspiracy theories, the truth is so 
mundane that it has an entire annexe of the 
Cliché Dictionary devoted to it: ‘What goes 
around comes around’; ‘Live fast, die young’; 
‘You reap what you sow.’ ‘These stories,’ JFK’s 
nephew, Chris Lawford, writes, ‘are simply 
about people who broke the rules, and were 
ultimately broken by them.’ Money doesn’t 
buy you happiness, but it does buy you the 
chance to blame all your unhappiness on 
some horrid spectral force. Or, to borrow 
Paul Pennyfeather’s finishing toast in Evelyn 
Waugh’s suitably named Decline and Fall: ‘To 
Fortune – a much maligned lady!’ 
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Left to right: John Paul 
Getty Jr. with his second 
wife Talitha Pol, who later 
died of an overdose; police 
with John Paul Getty III 
on his release from his 
captors. (His grandfather 
paid the ransom only  
after they had cut off one 
of his grandson’s ears.)

‘ John Paul 
Getty’s 
contempt for 
his family 
would keep 
them in the 
tabloids for 
50 years’

R OBERT LENZNER
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