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Women Make
History:
S tories we should
have learned in school

“There are others better
off than I am. The only
difference is that I do more
with mine. I put it to work.”
Marjorie Merriweather Post

Marjorie Merriweather Post
When Marjorie Merriweather Post inherited $27 million in 1914, (about $620 million in
2020 dollars), she became the wealthiest woman in the world. During her lifetime (1887–
1973), Post was renowned for her beauty, lavish lifestyle, and vast collections of art and
jewelry. But Post was also one of the most astute, pragmatic, and visionary business
leaders and philanthropists in the first half of the 20th century. When she died in 1973, she
had grown her fortune into a net worth exceeding $1.5 billion in today's dollars.
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Marjorie was the only child of cereal magnate Charles
William Post, born when the family was still of modest
means. As a young girl, Post often helped to glue cereal
boxes in her father's barn. As she grew, so did the
business. By age 10, Post began attending company
board meetings and visiting its factories. Afterwards, her
father would quiz her on the details. When he died, the 27year-old Post took charge. It was six years before U.S.
women could vote.
Declaring suffrage a cause she believed in, Post became a
member of the New York State Suffrage Party. She was a
large contributor and also volunteered. In October, 1917,
she met with then President Woodrow Wilson to lobby for suffrage. Post kept her “Votes
for Women” pin in her personal scrapbook, a valued possession.
Later in life, Post noted that she loved her early introduction to business. When asked
about the secret to her success, she replied, “My father.” She also credited him with
teaching her other important skills, including boxing. As a young woman, Post regularly
had to pass a lumber yard on her walk to school. Tired of catcalls and obscenities, she
allegedly punched the worst offender and thereafter, was left alone.
Post first married in 1915 at age 18, and had two children. By 1919, she divorced her
husband and soon after married Edward F. Hutton, a financier. Sharing a love for
business, they began acquiring already successful companies that could benefit from
utilizing their existing distribution networks. Their first acquisition was Jell‐O. Even as her
wealth grew, Post regularly served guests at her famous parties Jell-O and other of her
food products.
When Post and her husband purchased Maxwell House
Coffee and Sanka, Post later joked: “That nearly finished
me off.” Her father’s first product had been a coffee
substitute made from grains called Postum. “I had been
raised with the idea that coffee was like taking dope so I
nearly died at the thought of buying a coffee company and
we paid $45 million for it.” Other acquisitions included
Hellmann’s Mayonnaise and Baker’s Chocolate.
In 1926, while on board one of her yachts, Post’s chef
served a meal made from a goose frozen for six months.
At the time, fewer than half of U.S. households had
refrigerators but Post became convinced that freezing meats, poultry, and vegetables
would become the technology of the future.
Against her husband’s advice, she met with Charles Birdseye, the inventor of the process,
and began a three-year negotiation to purchase his patents. Just before the stock market
crash of 1929, Post closed the deal, paying $20 million for Birdseye’s operations. She also
took her company public and renamed it General Foods. Post’s vision helped to catapult
her company to its status as one of the largest corporations in the world, but the power
struggle over which direction to take the company ended her second marriage. She
remained an active member of its board of directors until 1958 and was also the
company’s largest stockholder.
As a child, Post had learned that money was to be used to help others. She once said:
“There are others better off than I am. The only difference is that I do more with mine. I put
it to work.” She was known for making large donations, often anonymously, and taking an
active leadership role in the organizations she supported.
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During WWI, Post knitted and rolled bandages for the Navy. She also filled a transport
ship with enough surgical dressings and equipment to outfit a hospital in France. When
the ship sank, Post supplied a second and built a U.S. field hospital that cared for more
than 36,000 sick and wounded. After the war, the French government awarded Post its
Legion of Honour medal, the highest in the country.
During the Great Depression, Post told reporters that those with means had “a duty…to
prevent illness to our children who are undernourished.” Under the auspices of the
Salvation Army, she opened a dining hall for women and children in New York and funded
it for six years. Wanting all to be treated with dignity and respect, Post made sure that its
tables had clean and starched linens. In its first three months of operation, the dining hall
served free meals to more than 120,000 women and 55,000 children. To finance it, Post
put her personal jewelry in a vault and used the money she would have spent on
insurance.
Post also donated construction costs for the Boy Scout headquarters in Washington,
D.C. She provided the seed money for what became the John F. Kennedy Center for the
Performing Arts, and funding for the National Symphony to host free concerts. A supporter
of education, Post also became a House Mother to one college fraternity, and regularly
invited “her boys” to her home for brunch.
During her life, Post built and managed several large estates which she bequeathed or
donated. One Washington, D.C., home, along with its furnishings, art and jewelry
collections, was donated to the Smithsonian. Her summer retreat in the Adirondacks, was
bequeathed to C. W. Post College, named for her father. One of the most famous
properties she built—the 17-acre, Mar-a-Lago estate in Palm Beach, Florida—was given
to the U.S. government to be used as a presidential retreat or guest house for foreign
dignitaries.
At the time of her death, Post had been married and divorced four times and had three
daughters. Her third husband had served as Ambassador to the Soviet Union in the 1930s
and during his tenure, Post acquired a large number of Russian and French art. It remains
on exhibit to the public at Hillwood, another of her D.C. estates which has been operated
as a private museum since her death.

Bring it Home: Conversation Starters
Ask a friend: Have you ever ended an important relationship because your vision for
yourself was not supported by the other person?

Ask Yourself: How did your parents prepare you for the business world?
Sharon Spaulding is an historian and researcher who
specializes in the life and times of Mary Ware Dennett
(1872-1947). The curator of Dennett's family archives,
Spaulding is at work on a book about Dennett. In 2020,
Time magazine included Dennett as one of the most
important women in American history.
Spaulding received a grant from Radcliffe College’s
Schlesinger Library to support her work. Her journalism
has appeared in Smithsonian, New Hampshire Magazine,
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BOLD, and others. She lives near Salt Lake City with her
husband and two dogs.
Sharon is available to speak on the forgotten stories of
remarkable women and the history of the suffrage and
reproductive rights movements of the early 20th century.
Contact her at: Sharon@SharonSpaulding.com.

Help reclaim the lives of remarkable women.
Share this newsletter and encourage others to subscribe.
Follow me on social media. www.SharonSpaulding.com
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