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TIMELINE



1890: The first Plaza opens its doors on the site of a former ice-skating pond; it is demolished fifteen years later.


1907: A new, second Plaza, which still stands today, opens and is immediately hailed as New York’s most opulent and expensive hotel. Alfred Gwynne Vanderbilt, the dashing millionaire, becomes the Plaza’s inaugural guest, while outside the hotel’s entrance, the ubiquitous New York taxicab makes its debut.


1909: Princess Vilma Lwoff-Parlaghy becomes one of a long line of colorful guests to check into the Plaza, bringing with her a private zoo that includes a falcon, a family of alligators, and a pet lion who lives in her bathtub.


1920: Prohibition and the Jazz Age arrive, and the Plaza becomes renowned for private parties, tea dances, and F. Scott Fitzgerald, who famously jumps fully clothed into the Pulitzer Fountain.


1930: The Great Depression takes hold, leading to the ruination of the Plaza’s mercurial owner, Harry S. Black, who dies soon after from a self-inflicted gunshot wound.


1943: Amid wartime rationing and the draft, Conrad N. Hilton acquires the Plaza. He is met with a chilly reception from its blue-blood fans, particularly Clara Bell Walsh, the supposed inventor of the cocktail party and the most famous of the hotel’s eccentric dowagers.


1955: The mischievous six-year-old Eloise becomes the Plaza’s most famous resident, flooding the hotel lobby with diminutive devotees desperate for a chance to glimpse the fictional heroine. The Plaza’s young fan base grows when, a decade later, the Beatles check in and are greeted by a mob of screaming teenyboppers and a nervous hotel staff.


1966: Truman Capote hosts the Black and White Ball at the Plaza’s ballroom, and the likes of Gloria Vanderbilt and Frank Sinatra mingle with the doorman from the author’s apartment building.


1975: With New York City facing fiscal ruin and near bankruptcy, Westin Hotels acquires the Plaza. It soon confronts bomb scares, armed robberies, and a sanitation strike that leaves a seven-foot-high pile of garbage next to the hotel’s front door.


1988: Donald J. Trump buys the hotel for a record price, using entirely borrowed funds. He installs his wife Ivana as the Plaza’s president, promising to pay her $1 and all the dresses she can buy.


1992: The Plaza, unable to pay down the debt that Trump has saddled on the hotel, files for Chapter 11 bankruptcy protection for the first time in its history.


1995: The Plaza comes under foreign ownership when Saudi Prince Alwaleed bin Talal and a Singaporean billionaire purchase the hotel from Trump’s lenders. A Trump lieutenant spies on the negotiations from a hidden room at the Plaza, but fails to sabotage the deal.


2005: In its biggest transformation ever, the Plaza is carved into multimillion-dollar condominiums, a boutique hotel, and retail stores. Preservationists, politicians, and the powerful New York hotel union stage a vociferous resistance, with New York mayor Michael Bloomberg negotiating a compromise.


2008: The first apartment owners move into the Plaza, with a roster of buyers that includes Hollywood executives, Russian oligarchs, and anonymous shell companies with questionable links as far afield as Kazakhstan and the Pacific islands.


2012: Subrata Roy, a colorful Indian business tycoon, purchases the Plaza Hotel without ever sleeping in one of its rooms. Under investigation, Roy is eventually sentenced to two years in jail in Delhi and is barred from traveling abroad.


2017: The Plaza suffers from the indignities of an absentee owner, while Roy entertains offers for the hotel from a cast of characters of dubious repute. A series of fiascos ensues, replete with lawsuits, a fistfight in the Palm Court, and a journalist who is sent to the same jail where Roy himself was imprisoned.


2018: In a surprise move, Roy’s tenure comes to a sudden end when the hospitality arm of the Qatar Investment Authority emerges as a stealth bidder, successfully acquiring the hotel. Longtime Plaza aficionados are optimistic that the new stewards will restore the property to its former glory.
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INTRODUCTION



Subrata Roy was reclining on a sofa in a pink shirt, orange pocket square, and plaid blazer, his outfit contrasting sharply with the sparse, all-white living room. It was a steamy August afternoon in New Delhi in the summer of 2017, but inside it was hushed and cool, a world away from the honking and beggars’ cries ringing out from the crumbling streets below. Roy, his hair and mustache dyed the same black as his shiny shoes, sipped water from a glass handed to him by a uniformed servant carrying a silver tray. After a pause, Roy looked at me and declared, “Such lovely history it has!” I waited for him to expound further, answering my question on why he loved the Plaza, his prized New York hotel. But Roy seemed to have nothing more to add.


Perhaps it wasn’t surprising that the sixty-nine-year-old fallen mogul had little to say about the historic property. After all, Roy had visited the Plaza just once, and then only for a brief tour. That was back in 2012, just before he shelled out $570 million to buy the hotel.1 A few weeks later, the Indian Supreme Court issued a devastating decision, ordering Roy to repay more than $3 billion, plus interest, to tens of millions of poverty-stricken Indians who had invested in his company’s bonds. Roy scrambled to refund the money, and was eventually arrested after failing to appear at a court-mandated hearing. He spent two years behind bars in one of Southeast Asia’s most notorious prisons.2 In 2016, Roy was released on parole, but while freed from his cell, he remained prohibited from traveling abroad. Roy never had a chance to lay his head on a Plaza pillow, let alone relish his newest toy.


When envisioning the Plaza, most people don’t conjure up visions of an absentee owner stuck in India, plagued by investigations and billions of dollars in debt. They think of Eloise, the impish guest who pours water down the mail chute, or lavish weddings in the gold-and-white ballroom. Maybe for some, the Plaza conjures up images of men in top hats riding horse-drawn carriages, or the writer F. Scott Fitzgerald frolicking in the Pulitzer Fountain. These are all accurate depictions. But today, so is Subrata Roy. How did we get from the glory of what the Plaza once represented to its current state? What does this say about historic institutions and changes in America and the moneyed class? This book is a history of the 1 percent, of celebrity, of pop culture and gossip. It also examines how the Plaza is ground zero for the increasing globalization of money and the slow decoupling of pedigree from wealth.


Hotels straddle the public and private spheres, making them uniquely positioned to explore matters of history, money, and class. This is especially true of the Plaza, with its fame and longevity. Hotels are owned by those seeking profit and prominence and peopled with thousands of employees. And anyone—from a guest who rents out the largest suite, to a tired tourist who stops in for tea, to a prostitute who works the bar—can enjoy them. “To many people the fact that the Plaza is in private ownership is merely a technicality,” the former New York Times architecture critic Paul Goldberger once wrote. “They look upon it as if they themselves were the owners, as surely as they own Central Park or the Brooklyn Bridge.”3


When I started this project three years ago, I, too, harbored a more simplistic vision of the Plaza. It was a hotel that epitomized New York in its heyday, the site of Neil Simon’s comedy Plaza Suite, and where Roger Thornhill was abducted in Hitchcock’s classic North by Northwest. Or where the spaghetti strap on Marilyn Monroe’s dress broke as she gave a press conference, much to the joy and excitement of the gaggle of photographers who hungrily snapped away.


Growing up, many spring afternoons were spent in Central Park, with the Plaza’s white marble tower looming over Sheep Meadow, a backdrop to my childhood. When my grandmother visited from her small town in Pennsylvania, the Plaza was her hotel. We would often meet for tea at the Palm Court before walking across the street to gawk at the rows of stuffed animals at FAO Schwarz. In 2009, when I was planning my wedding, like many brides before me, I chose to stand among the elegant balustrades, mirrors, and coffered ceiling of the Terrace Room to take my vows.


But as I dug deeper into my research, my view of the hotel shifted. I interviewed retired Plaza bellmen who had spent their careers at the hotel, and frustrated managers who quit after a few short months. I spoke with chefs who oversaw the kitchens, and lawyers who sued management. I traveled from Israel to India to meet with the Plaza’s owners, and if they were no longer alive, I met with their spouses or children. The likes of Eric Trump, President Trump’s middle son, and Robert Kraft, owner of the New England Patriots, shared with me their memories of the hotel. I spent days buried in the stacks of hotel archives in search of new material. And thanks to recently digitized newspapers and magazines, I sifted through tens of thousands of articles dating from as far back as 1890. I saw the fashions, vanities, and class politics of the rich shift over time, and the impact of union battles, lawsuits, and financial failures. In the end, my idealized version of the Plaza gave way to a deeper, nuanced perspective.


I discovered that the Plaza is a mirror that has reflected the country’s cultural narrative, from era to era, for over a century. The hotel’s first guests were the country’s richest citizens, such as Alfred Gwynne Vanderbilt and John “Bet-a-Million” Gates, who ushered in a new vogue among the elite for apartment living. The Plaza’s first owner, Harry S. Black, basked in the success of his creation, an expression of his ambition and drive, becoming the first to helm a skyscraper conglomerate. But there was also a darker side to the glamour and wealth. The construction workers erecting the hotel would commit murder before the building was complete. And Harry Black would ride the stock market of the 1920s to its pinnacle, until the 1929 Wall Street crash would find him, pistol in hand, the victim of ruin.


During the Great Depression, it was the steely will of hundreds of wealthy dowager widows that sustained the hotel, their bizarre antics notwithstanding. There was the Kentucky horsewoman who reportedly invented the cocktail party and the princess who arrived with a menagerie that included guinea pigs and a pet lion. She fled without paying her bill, and turned out not to be the only Plaza guest of dubious royal distinction. In fact, one purported baron was unmasked as a huckster who, wooing an heiress, wreaked havoc of Shakespearean proportions.


The Plaza has existed in periods of plenty, in financial depressions, during times of vice and licentiousness, and when the country was pulled apart by politics. The Great War was accompanied by union campaigns and African American strikebreakers, while Prohibition brought bellman bootleggers and F. Scott Fitzgerald. World War II ushered in the rationing of bread rolls and elevator parts, as well as a new Plaza owner, the archetype hotelier Conrad Hilton. With the 1950s came the postwar baby boom, and, suddenly, the deprivations of the previous decade were replaced with a roaring economy and the birth of modern-day consumerism. As usual, the Plaza epitomized the times, housing the author whose six-year-old alter ego, Eloise, also lived at the hotel, spurring one of the largest publishing juggernauts of the era.


The increasing turbulence of the 1960s and 1970s was marked by the Beatles, bomb scares, and the feminist Betty Friedan. As New York’s finances devolved into near bankruptcy, the city itself seemed to be coming apart. At the Plaza, guests faced down gun-wielding robbers, an incursion of prostitutes, and a seven-foot-high oozing pile of garbage next to its front door.


In the 1980s, at the peak of his real estate prowess, Donald Trump bought the Plaza, gilding its rooms in gold leaf and putting his wife Ivana in charge. Then the Trump empire crumbled, and not even a desperate attempt to spy on his enemies could prevent the inevitable. The Plaza filed for bankruptcy—its first and only time—before a Saudi Arabian prince and a billionaire from Singapore took the hotel off Trump’s hands. An increasingly international cast of characters took central stage, with an Israeli developer eventually selling the hotel to India’s Subrata Roy. The summer of 2018 saw the Plaza’s latest handoff, when a hospitality company controlled by the Gulf state of Qatar acquired the building.


Inside, the Plaza’s original 800-odd hotel rooms have shrunk to less than 300, the most coveted views facing Central Park and Fifth Avenue converted into a series of multimillion-dollar condominiums. The hotel’s once-grand lobby has been halved so that Russian oligarchs, South Pacific politicians, and Hollywood executives can have their own private entrance. Everyone from the creator of American Idol, to a disgraced Spanish businessman, to the owner of Jose Cuervo tequila has had a home there. But few, if any, visit. The residents’ lobby is often empty, and upstairs is a series of darkened hallways and mostly unused penthouses. Some apartments serve as anonymous bank accounts, where the world’s wealthiest citizens park, and in some cases launder, their money.


The changes at the Plaza were inevitable. Large-scale New York City luxury hotels don’t make as much sense today. The cost of upkeep for a historic building, the expense of wages for thousands of employees, and the price of operating dozens of public rooms and restaurants is simply too high. Land in Manhattan is far too valuable, and the vagaries of the hotel industry too unstable to justify it. Today, visitors who pass nattily dressed doormen to walk up the carpeted front steps are confronted with the news that the famed Oak Room is shuttered and that aside from the Palm Court, the only place to dine is in a basement-level food hall. There, a warren of subterranean kiosks serve everything from cupcakes to sushi in windowless rows. It’s a far cry from dinner at the Edwardian Room, where tuxedoed waiters once tossed Caesar salad table-side, mixing the creamy dressing with dramatic flourish. In fact, the Edwardian Room is now a vacant storefront.


Throughout its history, the men who owned the Plaza—yes, they were all men, except for Ivana Trump, the closest thing to a woman owner—exploited the hotel’s status for self-aggrandizement and legitimacy. From Harry Black, to Conrad Hilton, to Donald Trump, and, finally, to Subrata Roy, the Plaza has been a means to an end, a pathway to fame. Like the story of The Giving Tree by children’s poet Shel Silverstein, each subsequent owner took what they needed from the hotel, leaving the Plaza further diminished until, at last, what remained was mostly memories. With the new Qatari owners who arrived last summer, it’s possible that finally, this cycle may be reversed, and a flood of investment could return the Plaza to its former stature.


Why has all of this occurred here? What makes the Plaza so uniquely desired? The answer is in part geography. The hotel’s location at the southeastern corner of Central Park, where Fifth Avenue meets Fifty-Ninth Street, is the crossroads of New York’s high streets, where the wealthiest have congregated since the time of the Astor 400. It is also the physical midpoint of Manhattan island, the hub of New York City, which, in many ways, is the center of America and the world. What better way to announce yourself than by purchasing a piece of the Plaza? It is, as one of Subrata Roy’s executives once told me, the ultimate global calling card.


Despite periodic raids from the robber barons of various eras, the Plaza has also benefited from countless good fortunes. There was the owner who rebuffed entreaties to tear down the hotel and replace it with a lucrative office tower. And, in later years, there was the mobilization of employees and preservationists to protect the Plaza’s interiors from demolition. The Plaza’s longevity has also added to its myth. With every decade it survives, it becomes more unusual, more historic, more emblematic of a passing time.


Over its 111 years, the Plaza has extolled beauty on the surface and grit behind the scenes. It has been a story of aspiration and of base instincts, of the moneyed class and those who serve them. It has played host to the country’s most famous Hollywood starlets, Washington politicos, and Wall Street financiers. It has weathered the Jazz Age, the Great Depression, two World Wars, a new millennium, and an influx of billionaire foreigners. It began in an era before radio and exists in the time of Facebook. Like a white marble mountain rising in the center of the city, the Plaza stands weathered, permanent, and implacable. My hope is that this book will memorialize the hotel’s contributions to many of the country’s greatest characters and moments, and answer the question of how we got here.


—Julie Satow, New York City, August 2018
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Chapter 1



PARADE OF MILLIONAIRES




“Great hotels have always been social ideas, flawless mirrors to the particular societies they service.”


—Joan Didion




On the morning of October 1, 1907, the hotel bellmen and front desk staff were scurrying about the marble lobby, smoothing their uniforms and making final preparations. Upstairs, maids in starched white aprons checked the sumptuous suites, fluffing feather pillows and straightening the damask curtains. As the hotel manager barked orders, a troop of nervous doormen, dressed in black satin breeches and jackets inlaid with yellow braid, filed outside the Plaza’s bronze revolving door, arraying themselves along the entryway’s red-carpeted steps.


Along Fifty-Ninth Street, crowds had been gathering since the early hours. At 9 a.m., a shiny black carriage finally pulled up in front of the entrance and out stepped Alfred Gwynne Vanderbilt, one of the country’s wealthiest men. The excitement grew palpable as onlookers jostled one another for a glimpse of the New York princeling, while newspapermen called out for a quote. Wearing a top hat and a wide grin, the dashing Vanderbilt strode past the spectators, up the hotel’s grand staircase, and through the revolving door.


Once inside, Vanderbilt headed straight for the front desk. But instead of meeting the clerk, he was confronted by a young Irish girl perched atop the counter, absentmindedly clicking her heels. Mary Doyle was meant to be minding the Plaza newsstand, but while her fellow employees were busily preparing for the grand opening, she had aimlessly wandered over to the desk when she saw the clerk momentarily leave his post. It was at that exact moment that Vanderbilt made his entrance.


“I suddenly realized that the newsstand, where I was supposed to be on duty, wasn’t even in sight from where I sat,” Doyle recalled in her memoir, Life Was Like That. “But, not knowing what else to do, I remained where I was.” As the debonair millionaire looked on bemusedly at the young girl with thick blond hair and a snub nose, there was “a slightly strained moment of silence.” Then, “with a barely perceptible trace of sarcasm,” Vanderbilt inquired if he might not check in. “Still sitting on the desk, I reached out casually, swung the brand-new register pad around in front of him, and dipped and handed him a pen.”1 Vanderbilt bent over the large book and on the first line of the first page signed, “Mr. and Mrs. Vanderbilt and servant,” forever inscribing himself as the Plaza’s inaugural guest.


Vanderbilt’s entrance presaged the fact that nothing at the Plaza was quite as it first appeared. While it should have been a ceremonial and formal process, his check-in was anything but. And Vanderbilt himself had agreed to move into the hotel only after insisting that he be its first guest. The Plaza had willingly agreed, leaking the gossip to the papers, which promptly heralded the news to sell that morning’s edition. It was an elaborate staging meant to draw attention to the hotel and indelibly impress it into the New York canon of myth and fantasy. Even Vanderbilt’s “Mr. and Mrs.” hotel inscription was a bit of smoke-and-mirrors: Mrs. Vanderbilt was nowhere to be found.


Vanderbilt’s wife, in fact, was back in the family’s Newport, Rhode Island, cottage, convalescing following a minor car accident the day before. Her absence augured a larger split that would take place in several months’ time, when she filed for divorce in a scandal that led to the tragic death of Vanderbilt’s paramour. But that dark cloud was still months away. For now, attention was wholly focused on the stream of millionaires and celebrities who arrived throughout the morning.


There was “Diamond Jim” Brady, with one hand on a diamond-and-ruby-encrusted cane and the other on the arm of his companion, the actress Lillian Russell. Mr. and Mrs. George Jay Gould followed, with several children in tow, as did John Wanamaker of Philadelphia and Benjamin N. Duke, the tobacco industrialist. The newspapers detailed the new Plaza guests in all their minutiae, one outlet even providing readers a handy diagram showing which millionaire was renting which floor.2 The socialite Mrs. Oliver Harriman, for instance, was to occupy a suite overlooking Central Park; while two floors below were the rooms of Cornelius Kingsley Garrison Billings, famed for throwing an elaborate dinner party where guests sat upon horses, dined off trays attached to their saddles, and drank champagne from bottles nestled into their saddlebags.3


John “Bet-a-Million” Gates was moving into one of the hotel’s most palatial suites, stretching across sixteen rooms, for which he was paying the unheard-of sum of $46,000 a year,4 or the equivalent of $1.2 million today. The barbed-wire magnate was relocating from the Waldorf-Astoria, leaving what had been New York’s greatest hotel for its newest one. Gates’s presence at the Plaza wasn’t a surprise, considering that he had invested in the hotel and was given free rein to customize his suite. Gates had decorated it with gusto, down to a pink-and-yellow bathroom that featured an oversized tub large enough to submerge his mammoth frame, and to which he reportedly retired at least twice a day.5


As the parade of new Plaza residents continued unabated for hours, there may have been a handful of those in the crowd who recalled the headlines that ran the previous summer, when the Plaza was still under construction. Those who remembered would have known that as Vanderbilt, Gates, and the other guests crossed the threshold of their new home, they were traipsing through a battlefield littered as much with violence and bloodshed as the trappings of glamour and riches.


It was on a warm morning back in July 1906, when the hotel was only partially constructed up to its eighth floor, that a deadly fight broke out. Michael Butler, a forty-one-year-old retired cop, had just arrived at work that morning, stepping off the top rung of a ladder and onto the wooden planks that served as the building’s temporary flooring. Sweating from nerves and exertion, Butler struggled to balance on the treacherous, narrow boards, tentatively pushing past a leaning tower of steel rebar as he surveyed the laborers.


If Butler was uncomfortable at such heights, the brawny ironworkers who were busily erecting the steel girding of the hotel were sure-footed. Up here, hundreds of feet above the traffic, was the world of the rivet gangs, the ironworkers whose exertion and industry built the skyscrapers that were just then taking form across the Manhattan skyline. Before there was Rambo, or the Terminator, it was these “cowboys of the sky”6 who, working with neither helmets nor harnesses for safety, epitomized brute male strength.


The rivet gangs practiced a complex, heavy-metal ballet. Some wielded enormous tongs, while others muscled pneumatic-powered jackhammers, while still more flung white-hot metal across yawning gaps of sky as easily as if they were tossing a baseball. It took an experienced gang just minutes to complete the series of moves, which they repeated, tens of thousands of times, as they finished the steel girding.7 To construct the Plaza required ten thousand tons of steel, with ironworkers completing two stories every six days.8


That July morning, as Butler commenced his rounds, he turned a corner, showing his back to the ironworkers. Just then, a heavy metal bolt soared through the air and struck him in the head. Butler swayed, trying to regain his balance, but before he could get his footing, ten workers pounced, raining down blows on the ex-patrolman. When Butler fell unconscious, the men grabbed his limp arms and legs and tossed his body through a hole in the unfinished flooring, where it fell two stories and landed with a thud.


Nearby, John J. Cullen saw the eruption of violence. A former policeman like Butler, Cullen moved unsteadily across the wavering planks to come to his colleague’s defense. But before he could reach Butler, a second gang of furious workmen began assaulting Cullen with their heavy tools, nearly tearing his right eye from its socket. Cullen, too, fell unconscious, and the attackers briefly contemplated throwing him off the side of the unfinished building, but reconsidered after envisioning the horrified reactions from the pedestrians who milled about the Fifth Avenue sidewalk below. Instead, they left him bleeding and slumped against a pile of metal.


A third ex-patrolman, William O’Toole, was by now trying to proceed as quickly as he could to the scenes of violence, but before he was able to help his fallen comrades, O’Toole also was attacked. Beaten with monkey wrenches, he suffered a broken nose and jaw before he passed out. Then, as suddenly as the violence had erupted, it stopped. The workmen on the eighth floor turned their backs on the injured men and resumed quietly and studiously attending to their various activities.


The ironworkers’ assault on Butler and the other ex-patrolmen was the culmination of months of rising tension. The men had been angling for a pay raise, from $4.50 to $5.00 a day, eventually negotiating a compromise of $4.80.9 These were highly skilled union ironworkers, and the Plaza’s owners needed them to erect the steel skeleton of the hotel. But to make up for having to pay the higher wages, the Plaza’s owners decided to contract out simpler ironwork jobs to cheaper, lesser-skilled nonunion laborers.10 The presence of these nonunion workers infuriated the union men. So as the union ironworkers toiled on the construction of the hotel, moving higher up the building as they completed each subsequent floor, they began “accidentally” dropping hot molten metal from their charcoal forges at the feet of their nonunion competitors.


Such harassment wasn’t unusual during the first decade of the twentieth century, and would prove the first of many union battles at the Plaza. The labor movement was in its infancy, and it would take another thirty years before laws were instituted to protect the rights of workers to unionize. Until then, laborers often viciously protected their turf, with frequent and violent growing pains. Ironworkers were notorious for being one of the bloodiest of these early unions, carrying out frequent strikes and employing severe methods to intimidate nonunion workers and the builders who dared hire them.


At the Plaza, as the bouts of violence continued and the number of injuries increased, the hotel’s owners decided to hire Butler and his fellow ex-patrolmen to guard the peace. But far from calming matters, their presence only further riled up the workers. “As a union man, a free born American citizen and a hard-working man, I did not believe my employers had any right to hire men to watch me,” William Betty, a union member, would later testify.11


O’Toole, who had been the least injured of the three, soon awoke from his stupor. Seeing Butler and Cullen lying there, he slid unnoticed down a steel girder and, once safely on firm ground, screamed for the foreman to fetch the police.12 Before long, twenty-five policemen surrounded the building, the sirens on their patrol wagons blaring. They began making their way up the half-built tower, but the ironworkers had booby-trapped the ladders and progress was slow. Eventually, the police reached the eighth floor. Drawing their revolvers, they compelled the ironworkers to descend to the ground.


The critically injured Butler was taken to the hospital, where he awoke long enough to identify four perpetrators before slumping once more into unconsciousness and, eventually, succumbing to his injuries. An autopsy revealed he suffered from fractured ribs, a broken breastbone, and severe internal hemorrhaging.13 O’Toole and Cullen also managed to identify a few attackers, and soon seven ironworkers had been rounded up, charged with homicide, and locked up in the Tombs Prison. The following morning, newspaper headlines blared “Murder in Mid-Air.”14 “I think this was the most brutal murder I ever heard of,” a magistrate remarked to reporters. “It would be a reversion to barbarism if such atrocities should be tolerated.”15


A little over a year later, as Mary Doyle, the newsstand girl, handed Vanderbilt the hotel registry, the gruesome attack on the patrolmen had been seemingly forgotten. The Plaza’s grand opening was celebrated with lavish abandon, the violence that undergirded the building’s construction as concealed behind its lustrous white facade as the ironworkers’ steel beams.


There was much to celebrate, as the Plaza was the most expensive hotel in the city’s history, its looming eighteen stories dominating the surrounding skyline. Its arrival was so monumental that it ushered in new behaviors that would leave their mark on New York for generations. The Plaza’s opening, for instance, coincided with the debut of one of the city’s most enduring symbols, the modern taxicab.


On that first day, those in the crowd who ventured to the Fifth Avenue side of the hotel discovered a fleet of twenty-five bright red cars. These vehicles, imported from France, featured gray interiors with long bench seats and two facing single seats that could be turned up when not in use. The drivers were decked out in matching uniforms made of a similar gray-blue as the interiors. To generate publicity and entice wealthy fans on this first day of business, these prototypes for today’s ubiquitous yellow cabs were being offered free of charge to Plaza guests.


In 1907, cars were still novelties—it would be thirteen more years before the first traffic light graced Fifth Avenue. New Yorkers who didn’t own carriages often depended on two-wheeled hansom cabs to get around town. But these new taximeter cars, with their decidedly faster pace and clearly marked odometers—charging 30 cents for the first half mile and 10 cents for every quarter of a mile after—quickly replaced horse-drawn hansom cabs as popular transport. “The hansom cabbies were curious at first” about the cars, remembered Tom Clifford, a Plaza doorman who was there that first day, “but it was plain to see that trouble was coming.”16


In only a few short years, the calls of “Cab, cab, cab!” from hansom drivers perched high upon their platforms were replaced with insistent honking and belching from the new red cars.17 In 1912, when a New York Times reporter stood outside the Times Square newsroom to count traffic, he found that of the forty-eight vehicles that passed by, just five were driven by horses, while nearly one-quarter were taxis.18 Ironically, today the only place one can find horse-drawn cabs is directly across from the Plaza, where the New York City taxis that marked their death knell were first introduced.19


The advent of the Plaza ushered in other new behaviors, besides the use of modern taxis. In the wake of the hotel’s opening, for instance, wealthy New Yorkers began embracing a wider public life. Those who had long maintained enormous Manhattan mansions, with their large staffs and expensive upkeep, began moving instead into hotels. The term “hotel” is a bit of a misnomer, since the terms “apartment” and “hotel” were often used interchangeably. Guests like Vanderbilt, Gates, and 90 percent of those who checked in that day were permanent residents with plans to stay indefinitely; some would remain for a lifetime. By living in hotels, these new apartment dwellers avoided what was dubbed the “servant problem,” or finding and keeping affordable, well-trained help. The New York Times marveled at “the large number of suites to be occupied by people who have hitherto had their own private residences.”20


There was also the draw of the Plaza’s unsurpassable modern amenities. Guests could order exotic dishes like turtle soup and enjoy the ease of such conveniences as thermostats, telephones, and automatically winding clocks. “Certainly, no private house, however expensively equipped can, as yet, show the appliances for making life not only comfortable and easy, but also hygienic,” the fashion magazine Vogue wrote in an early review of the hotel.21 Guests didn’t have to hire decorators, as every one of the Plaza’s eight hundred rooms came replete with the most elegant of furnishings, including dark wood armoires and sofas upholstered in rich brocade. There were three-button panels that allowed guests to call for a bellboy, maid, or waiter, who were stationed on every floor. And room service was delivered through an elaborate system of pneumatic tubes and dumbwaiters, so it would arrive still warm from the cavernous kitchens below.22


Of course, not every guest appreciated the modern conveniences. When the famed tenor Enrico Caruso first moved into his suite at the Plaza, the loud ticking emanating from the automatic clock in his room interrupted his vocal training. In a fit of pique, he put the annoyance out of commission with a blow. But he failed to realize that each clock was connected to a master clock, and the destruction of one machine ruptured the entire system. Sleepy guests who awoke “to glance at the room clock, discover[ed] that the day evidently was standing still,” noted a dispatch in the Baltimore Sun.23 “Those who had luncheon engagements were assailed by ennui as they waited for the hour that came not.”


Irate guests began hounding the front desk, and a manager was dispatched to investigate. When he arrived at the door of Caruso’s suite, he was told by the tenor’s servant that “Chevalier Caruso” could not be interrupted since “such annoyance was disconcerting to the aesthetic soul.” The manager insisted, and when he eventually won entrance, he was confronted with the necessary proof. There, “beneath the embarrassed face of the clock in the Caruso suite hung a mass of broken and twisted wires.”


The opening of the Plaza also influenced fashion and social patterns. Since the 1890s, the elite of society had paraded their finery along Peacock Alley, a three-hundred-foot marble corridor that ran the length of the fashionable Waldorf-Astoria hotel. It was a grand spectacle that epitomized the excesses of the Gilded Age. But now, with the Plaza, this behavior became a broader phenomenon. It became popular to go out to restaurants and eat among strangers, and to spend evenings ballroom dancing to an orchestra with hundreds of other couples. The Plaza and its compatriots became preeminent places to show off, enjoy one’s wealth, and cement one’s status in high society.24 At the Plaza, you could march through the lobby in the latest fashion and be assured of appearing in the society column, the hotel hallways being clogged with reporters in search of gossip to fill the next day’s papers.


The Plaza also offered new levels of celebrity, a precursor to reality stars like the Kardashians. For instance, when one of New York’s wealthiest society matrons, Mrs. Stuyvesant Fish, arrived at the Plaza one evening dressed in a broadtail fur cloak fastened with a conspicuous diamond brooch on the outside of her coat, it caused a flurry of copycats. “In a flash this innovation had sunk deep into the hearts of other women,” detailed one columnist, in a piece titled “Jewels Outside Your Furs.”25


Even those with less wealth could successfully leverage the publicity offered by a hotel. As one reporter archly noted, all you had to do was host a relatively inexpensive party, “amounting to no more than afternoon tea,” and you would find yourself the exalted subject of an item such as: “Mrs. So-and-So entertained 50 guests at luncheon at the Plaza Hotel, the company afterwards playing bridge.”26


And long before the Beatles drew frenzied fans to the Plaza, highly anticipated celebrity sightings were attracting crowds. A year after the Plaza opened, word leaked out that Miss Gladys Vanderbilt, sister of Alfred Gwynne Vanderbilt, and her betrothed, the Count Laszlo Szechenyi, would be having tea at the Plaza’s Palm Court. They were to arrive at the same time as Miss Theodora Shonts and her fiancé, the Duc de Chaulnes, and the public, anxious to catch a glimpse of the titled royalty, began swarming the hotel.


“Within half an hour the corridors were impassible. Visitors took possession of bellboys’ benches and every available chair,” noted the New York Times. The hotel closed the Palm Court’s glass doors against the throngs, but “the crowd was undismayed and courteously stormed” the room, forcing the maître d’hôtel to use his “broad shoulders” to “resist the advances of a flying wedge of well-dressed women.” In the end, when the famous guests arrived, one couple was surreptitiously escorted to their table by way of the hotel’s ground-floor pantry, while the other snuck in through a lobby brokerage office.27


Another draw of hotel life was the dining. It was from hotels that Parker House rolls, Waldorf salad, and the Manhattan cocktail originated.28 The Plaza’s popular subterranean Grill Room, located beneath the lobby, featured a glass refrigerator from which patrons could pick their own steak or pork chop. As an added bonus, the restaurant unexpectedly offered ice-skating during the warm summer months. As June rolled around, the hotel flooded the Grill Room’s tile floor with water they then froze, so that customers could while away the time between courses skating, a full orchestra dressed in white tuxedos providing the musical accompaniment.


As notable as ice-skating in the summer was, the service that the Grill Room offered to patrons who had pets was even more astounding. The restaurant featured a “dog check room,” presided over by a French maid who provided her pampered pooches with a selection of large and small padded baskets, pans filled with water, and an unending supply of dog biscuits.29 In fact, at any one time, the Plaza was home to nearly three dozen dogs, “many of them imported and virtually every one of them well pedigreed,” according to Life magazine, which later published a multipage feature on the phenomenon.


“Like their owners, Plaza dogs tend to be exceptionally well dressed and well fed. They find life at the hotel unhurried and pleasant,” the magazine noted.30 There was Nana, a French poodle who boasted her own room featuring a miniature bath, a dog tutor, a dog nurse, and, of course, a specially designed dog-food menu. There was also Pelleas, a chic Pekingese owned by a famous Belgian author; and Bonzu, who at thirteen was the hotel’s oldest canine inhabitant. Given the wealth of its residents and the life of ease many enjoyed, it made sense that the Plaza was known for its dogs. As Thorstein Veblen, the economist who coined the phrase “conspicuous consumption,” noted, the dog, unlike the mouse-chasing cat, “commonly serves no industrial purpose.” A dog is merely “an item of expense,” its “unquestioning subservience and a slave’s quickness in guessing his master’s mood” making it an ideal showpiece for the rich.31


Not all dogs, however, were showpieces. A tiny Pomeranian named Digi would prove Veblen wrong when he accomplished what even a New York City police detective could not. Digi’s mistress, Patricia Burke, a socialite visiting from Los Angeles, had lost a diamond-and-pearl ring somewhere in the vast reaches of the hotel. Employees were dispatched to look for it, and a detective was called. But it wasn’t until Digi, who had been following his mistress about the hotel all day, began making strange noises that she finally paid him some heed. “Miss Burke looked at Digi, and there, to her amazement, was the ring gripped tightly in the teeth of the Pomeranian,” reported the Washington Post.32 Another useful dog was Captain, a bulldog who belonged to Plaza resident Mrs. Benjamin Kirkland. Every evening, Captain appeared at the front desk to collect a leather case filled with valuable jewels, which he would then carry—“never did anyone touch the bag in the Boston bull’s mouth”—to Kirkland’s room in time for her to dress, according to one retelling.33


A multitude of employees was needed to care for these pets and serve the Plaza’s exacting guests. If a team of ironworkers striving in unison was necessary to erect the hotel, then a collaboration of hundreds of staff was critical to the Plaza’s operations. When it came to dining, for instance, the heart of the enterprise was the subterranean kitchen, a maze of white-tiled rooms located in the building’s lower reaches. It was overseen by Monsieur Lapperraque, a French master chef, the “Grand Poo-bah in this underground land of saucepans,” who surveyed eighty-three cooks from a glass-enclosed office “like a watchful spider in the midst of his web.”34 There were separate rooms for storing meat, fish, dry goods, and green groceries, and in what sounded almost like a nursery rhyme, each cook was tasked with a specialty, including a bread baker, an ice cream maker, and a candy creator. It wasn’t unusual for the kitchen to prepare such fare as kangaroo meat or to string up giant game or oversized tortoises on racks to ready them for the ovens.


Even the Plaza’s air was rarefied. The hotel used an elaborate ventilation system to purify the oxygen pumped into the building, and a network of thermostats ensured “there is no annoyance with furnaces that will not burn, with steam radiators that refuse to be hot, or that persistently compel us to endure either a tropical heat or dangerous draughts from windows opened in despair,” Vogue wrote approvingly.35 The refrigeration equipment was also a modern wonder, used not only to produce ice for tea and cocktails, but to circulate brine all the way up to the hotel’s seventeenth floor, above the guest rooms. There, it was used to cool a storage room for guests’ fur coats.


On these upper floors, where the mansard roof created sloped ceilings and dormer windows, there was also the housekeepers’ department and the maids’ dormitories. On the eighteenth floor was a carpenters’ workshop, a valets’ room with electric heated irons, and a tailors’ studio with a battery of sewing machines.36 These upper floors, in later decades, would be repurposed as exclusive “penthouses,” tempting billionaire Russian oligarchs and fashion moguls.


The staff necessary for running a hotel of this size totaled roughly 1,500, including 50 each of chambermaids, housemaids, and bellboys; plus 200 waiters, 75 laundresses, and 25 porters. There were also 20 bartenders, 10 wine cellar men, 15 barbers, and, in later years, two men whose sole job was dusting the chandeliers, and another who patrolled the hallways stamping ashtrays with the double-P Plaza logo.37 To get one of these coveted jobs wasn’t an easy feat. George, the head waiter at the Ritz in London, for instance, was making a special effort for his new stint at the Plaza. Known among his society clientele by his single moniker, George had curly hair, a cherubic face, and the polished manners expected of a man in his position. But he also spoke in a strong English clip, and was “strenuously cultivating a New York accent” to better fit in.38


Many of the new employees were poached from the Waldorf-Astoria, the Plaza’s chief competitor. While the Waldorf was the grandest of establishments, the Plaza was something new, a more refined version of glamour. Its location, “many blocks farther north on Fifth Avenue than anyone had gone before—more than a mile above the still-unchallenged Waldorf—was a venture of no little daring,” wrote Doyle, the newsstand girl. She, like many of her colleagues, had come from the Waldorf. That hotel’s “colored marble, its gilding and red velvet, palms, and marble statues, had seemed to all America the last word in luxurious magnificence,” Doyle recalled in her memoir. “But even the older generation felt dimly the superiority of the Plaza’s cool green and white marble, its greater spaciousness, with no more than judicious touches of crystal and silver to relieve its corridors from severity.”


Doyle, who was among the first Plaza employees to be hired, described the mood in the months leading up to the hotel’s opening. “Cooped up as we were in that big, still bare and raw-edged structure, with only ourselves for company, the newly assembled Plaza staff was not unlike a band of colonists new-landed on a promising but still unproved coast.” The man who would captain these new colonists was Frederick Sterry, the Plaza’s first manager, who “made every one of us, down to the humblest, feel that we had an active share in it,” wrote Doyle.


Sterry’s strategy for success was to convince the wealthiest guests who resided at the Waldorf-Astoria to come instead to the Plaza. “To do this, the Plaza, he had determined, must from the first strike a much more exclusive and correct, a more expensively restrained note than the gaudy old place it was to supersede,” Doyle wrote. “Our management had little or no precedent to guide it in its efforts to cultivate that precise degree of snobbery which should prove most profitable,” she noted, but “it was becoming plainer every day that the Plaza had ‘caught on.’” The Plaza’s elegant if demure decor, the soft tones of the harpsichord wafting from the Palm Court, the air suffused with hints of floral perfume, gave visitors “a sense in which the opening of the Plaza was the first intimation that an age was passing—the age of the Waldorf and of all that it typified.”39


Doyle’s conjecture was soon proven true. The ornate Waldorf-Astoria and the Gilded Age that it exemplified were coming to a close. Since the mid-1890s, the American economy had been growing at a rapid clip, producing numerous robber barons, copper kings, and railroad magnates.40 But just as the first Plaza guests unpacked their steamer trunks and explored their sumptuous suites, a few miles to the south, in the banks and brokerage houses of Wall Street, the mood was far less celebratory. The markets had been shaky for weeks, and shortly after the Plaza opened its doors, stocks went into a tailspin. There was a run on the banks, and what became known as the Panic of 1907 set in.41


Yet, inside the Plaza, guests seemed mostly isolated from the troubles. The Panic did create a dip in the number of arriving guests—about $300,000 worth of bookings were canceled42—but the impact was muted. On that first Christmas, Santa Claus skipped over a multitude of Americans suffering from the Wall Street fallout, but he dropped down every chimney at the Plaza. “In the new Plaza particularly, it was a merry Christmas, without a suggestion of hard times,” wrote the New York Times.43


Millionaire guests wanting to tip their favorite hotel staff that year requested so much money from the Plaza’s cash box that the hotel suffered from a “money famine,” forcing several guests to postpone their gift-giving until the hotel could refill its coffers. Mrs. C. H. Strong of Erie, Pennsylvania, handed out a dozen gold watches to her favorite Plaza employees; while Vanderbilt shelled out $1,000 in $5 and $10 bills. The tenor Caruso gave away several of his artworks (crayon tracings of magazine illustrations—of questionable artistic value); and a maid received a lace handkerchief “fit for a Queen.” Doyle and the other newsstand girls were gifted a five-pound box of candy.


As the Plaza stood largely isolated from the troubles of the Panic of 1907, its refined sophistication and modernity heralded the start of a new era. With the Plaza came New York taxis, apartment living, room service, celebrity culture, and even pampered pets—hallmarks of high society that still hold true today. The hotel’s heyday was set to begin. But before it could start in earnest, a murder had to be solved.















Chapter 2



A TYPICAL FRENCH HOUSE




“Edifices of this order have been unknown to past generations. They have no prototypes.”


—Henry Janeway Hardenbergh, architect of the Plaza




On the top floor of the Criminal Courts Building in Lower Manhattan, seven accused men were lined up along the western wall, their rough hands resting on thick thighs, tanned faces turned toward the gallery. It had been ten days since Michael Butler died, and an inquiry into his alleged murder was set to begin. “The ironworker on the spider web framework of a skyscraper is graceful and inspiring in spite of his thick shoes and his uncouth attire,” wrote a reporter for the World, who sat in the courthouse that day. “Dressed up and on solid ground, with a charge of murder against him, he is not so engaging.”1


As the case got underway, more than fifty ironworkers who had been stationed just feet from the violent scene were called to the witness stand. With their wives and girlfriends looking on, the men testified, one after another, that they hadn’t noticed a thing. “Did you see anything of the trouble which happened within fifteen feet of your post?” asked the chief coroner who was overseeing the hearing.


“No, I didn’t see anything of it,” replied Daniel McTammany in a typical ironworker response.


“You were attending to your work; you always attend to your work?”


“Yes, sir.”


“You wouldn’t notice it if there was an earthquake or anything like that?”


“No, I wouldn’t.”2


As the obfuscations continued, one newspaper quipped, “Union ironworkers, deep of chest, strong of limb, and active as squirrels, are, nevertheless, shortsighted and hard of hearing.” Despite being “confined within a radius of 60 feet or so,” the workmen “were all so busy that a fight offered no attraction whatever to them to delay their labors even for a moment.”3


Following the ironworkers’ testimonies, O’Toole, one of the ex-patrolmen, his head still wrapped in bandages from the beating, took to the witness stand. He positively identified his attackers, even recounting a damning conversation he’d had just a few days prior to the fight: “What are you fellows doin’ up here anyhow?” one ironworker had aggressively inquired of him. “We’re sent up here to see that you fellows stop dropping sledge hammers and red-hot bolts,” O’Toole replied. “Beat it!” the ironworker answered. “If you know your business you’ll skiddoo.” The ironworker concluded by warning him, “Get off the job or we’ll get you.”4


During the hearing, the chief coroner who was tasked with unbiasedly presiding over the case, gave a series of press interviews that indicated he was anything but impartial. “Michael Butler was not murdered,” he declared to a New York Sun reporter, who happened upon the coroner at a saloon, as the coroner nursed a beer during a break in the proceedings. Butler had fallen accidentally, the coroner continued, and it was really Butler’s employer, the Plaza’s builders, who were to blame. The George A. Fuller Construction Company that was erecting the hotel had failed to sufficiently warn Butler of the job’s perilous dangers, the coroner maintained. The construction firm was “plainly culpable under the employers’ liability act,” he concluded.


As the New York Sun reporter dutifully recorded the conversation, he wondered aloud whether the coroner, who was soon up for reelection, wasn’t more interested in securing the ironworkers’ union support for his political aspirations than he was in uncovering the truth. “I do not owe my present position to union labor,” the coroner replied, “but I’d rather be reelected by union labor votes than by a campaign contribution from the Fuller Company.”5


Several weeks later, the case finally went to the jury. After thirty minutes of deliberation, they filed back into the courtroom with a verdict. Butler, the jury declared, had indeed fallen by accident, and the ironworkers were blameless in the death. The question of how Butler’s two colleagues also happened to come by their bruises and broken bones remained unanswered. Whooping cheers rang out as the accused’s families ran forward to hug the newly freed men.


But if inside the courtroom the mood was buoyant, outside the verdict was greeted with disillusionment. The ironworkers had committed “defiant perjuries,” wrote the New York Times, calling the attacks “murder in the first degree.” It assailed “the inherent asininity of Coroner’s inquest procedure,” and declared, “A community that would stand this sort of brutal defiance of law and decency would stand anything.”6


While controversy swirled around the downtown courthouse, uptown, at the edge of Central Park, a white tower continued rising without pause. The day after the attack, the George A. Fuller Construction Company had replaced the troublesome ironworkers with nonunion laborers, paying them thirty cents less a day. It also hired eighteen new security guards to patrol the site and installed a telephone, so any trouble could be immediately reported to the police.7 Construction remained on schedule—so much so, in fact, that when the Plaza was completed twenty-seven months after breaking ground, it set a New York record.8


This Plaza was not actually the first building on the site; it was not even the first Plaza. Long before ironworkers or Michael Butler, a bucolic pond had occupied the corner of Fifty-Ninth Street and Fifth Avenue. This was the home of the New York Skating Club. There, men in peacoats and wool trousers and women in beribboned caps and fur muffs enjoyed a wintry thrill surrounded by expansive country views, blissfully unaware of the changes that were to come.9 In 1882, two builders paid $850,000, or $21 million in today’s dollars, for the land, with ambitions to construct a family apartment hotel, a hybrid popular at the time.10 But two years later, the hotel was still incomplete, and the troubled builders were facing a mountain of unpaid bills. The New York Life Insurance Company foreclosed on the site and hired McKim, Mead & White, the architecture firm who designed the original Pennsylvania Station and the Washington Square Arch, to finish the building. Finally, in 1890, the first Plaza opened its doors.


This initial building was considered a palatial establishment, “one of the grandest hotels in the world,” King’s Handbook of New York City, the preeminent guidebook of the era, declared in 1892.11 “Rising majestically… to the height of eight full stories,” its facade was “brick and brownstone, diversified, but not overladen, with terra cotta and polished marble, balconies and cornices.” The Plaza, the handbook continued, “shows rich and tasteful effects on all sides and the simple beauty of Italian Renaissance architecture.”12


Inside, the hotel was equally elegant, with four hundred oversized guest rooms, wide corridors, and heavy red-velvet carpeting. Facing Fifth Avenue were two parlors, a pink one and a blue one, furnished with onyx tables, frescoed ceilings, and walls covered in embossed silk drapery. The hotel’s coat of arms was the lion, and the imposing figure was emblazoned on the mosaic flooring of the hotel’s entryway and woven into its lace curtains. Framed vivid likenesses of animals created by Massachusetts painter Alexander Pope Jr. decorated the rooms, including his painting of a regal lion that hung under the hotel’s staircase. The lion painting was an attraction, and New Yorkers who were strolling on a Sunday afternoon through Central Park would often stop in to see it.


Explorer Sir Henry Morton Stanley and journalist and financier Henry Villard were frequent guests of this original Plaza. Villard was famous for holding court in the smoking room, where he would sit at a six-foot-long table made from the root of a mahogany tree.13 The hotel’s sumptuous gold-and-white dining room was constantly booked with glamorous affairs, such as the reception for Philippe d’Orléans, Comte de Paris, who served in the Union Army during the Civil War. Attended by one hundred of the count’s former comrades, including General W. T. Sherman, the men dined at a horseshoe-shaped table surrounded by a bed of roses, upon which “Army of the Potomac” was inscribed in white flowers.14


In 1890, the year that this Plaza opened, the economy, driven by expansions in industries like railroads and steel, was surging, and New York’s population was exploding. Millionaires were being minted at an unprecedented pace, and mansions to house them were being erected almost as frenetically. Along Fifth Avenue, where once there had been a country pond and a dusty footpath, there were now rows of elegant edifices featuring private ballrooms and art galleries, with residents named Astor and Vanderbilt. In 1898, Munsey’s Magazine called Fifth Avenue “the backbone of New York,” with “more wealth than can be found in any other residential two miles of any city of the world.”15


Three years into the original Plaza’s existence, the ornate Waldorf Hotel opened on Fifth Avenue and Thirty-Fourth Street. It was followed four years later by the Astoria Hotel, and soon the two adjacent buildings were connected to create the famed Waldorf-Astoria. More new hotels followed suit, and in comparison, the old Plaza began to appear increasingly dowdy. As it lost its allure and its popularity waned, the Plaza’s owners looked to sell. Now considered in an unrivaled location, at the crossroads of Fifth Avenue and Central Park South, the Plaza was bombarded with a multitude of bidders who lined up for a chance to buy the hotel.


The eventual winners agreed to pay $3 million, or the equivalent of $88 million today, for the property—shattering all previous records in the annals of New York real estate.16 But while the price tag made headlines, what really set tongues wagging was the fact that the new owners intended to demolish the twelve-year-old structure to replace it with something new. Critics decried the move, complaining the Plaza was to be “leveled to the ground as ruthlessly as though it had been a horse shed.”17 Asked one journalist, bewilderedly, “What manner of hotel can be erected that will justify the destruction of the old one?”18


Two men were busy fashioning an answer to this query. Bernhard Beinecke and Harry S. Black were the originators of the Plaza that we know today, hoteliers who set the mold for all the owners who followed. In most ways, the men were opposites. Beinecke was a portly, bespectacled German émigré who, at fifty-six, was one of the city’s largest, and richest, meat butchers. The Plaza offered Beinecke a chance to make a genteel investment, to create a private club for his circle of friends. Black, on the other hand, was a thirty-nine-year-old rakish adventurer for whom the Plaza represented a stepping-stone on his career path, a means for realizing his grand ambitions.


Beinecke had arrived in New York City in 1865 from a small industrial town in Germany, one of millions carried by the historic wave of immigration then crashing against the city’s shores. The nineteen-year-old landed on the Lower East Side and soon began wheeling a meat delivery wagon through the packed chaos of the tenement district. He saved his money and bought his own butcher shop, selling it two years later at a profit. He used the proceeds to start a wholesale meat business, Beinecke & Co., with a storefront on Chrystie Street. As the proprietor, Beinecke was driven by his oft-repeated phrase, “Earn it, if you want to own it.”19


Ten years after landing in New York, Beinecke had a burgeoning business and solid prospects. He married Johanna Elisabeth Weigle, with whom he would stay wedded until his death. The industrious couple moved to East Ninth Street, a cramped neighborhood known as Little Germany. Beinecke spent the next several decades methodically growing his wholesale meat operation, providing steaks and chops to the city’s top restaurants and hotels. The family’s wealth increased, and the Beineckes, now with six children in tow, abandoned the huddled masses living downtown and relocated to a spacious town house on West Seventy-Sixth Street, designed by John H. Duncan, who also designed Grant’s Tomb.


In 1890, the year the original Plaza opened, Beinecke was forty-four years old. With his stiff manners, dark, formal suits, and the staccato trace of an accent, Beinecke projected an old-world air. He had been in the meat business for close to thirty years, but even as he clung to vestiges of his native Germany, he embraced the American ideal of reinvention. That April, he sold his meat concern and, within days, jumped into a new venture.


Beinecke partnered with four others to create what would become one of the first national hotel chains. One of its first moves was to pay $127,500 a year to lease and manage the original Plaza. Beinecke would eventually partner with Black to redevelop the hotel. “Born of his experience in supplying meat to hotels was a decision to invest in hotels,” wrote Eve Brown, the publicity director of the Plaza in the 1960s, in The Plaza, 1907–1967: Its Life and Times, her breezy history of the hotel.20 Like subsequent Plaza owners, Beinecke used the proceeds from his butchering business to invest in a hotel that would confer on him legitimacy and status.


Black traveled quite a different path to arrive at the Plaza. Born on the coast of Lake Ontario in Canada to an impoverished major in the British army, Black’s first job was minding the general store in his small town. A restless youth, Black soon joined a surveying party that was embarking for the Northwest and the Pacific Coast. He then became a traveling salesman for a wool wholesaler. With the short, sturdy build of a fighter, Black had a handsome face accentuated by bright blue eyes, a cleft chin, and a mop of dark hair.21 A natural salesman, he leveraged his looks and charisma into a successful business career, eventually opening several banks and stores.22


In 1893, Black traveled to Chicago for the World’s Fair. It was there, among the crowds gawking at the first Ferris wheel and the first moving sidewalk, that Black’s destiny with the Plaza would begin.23 At the fair, Black met George A. Fuller, a wealthy Chicago real estate developer. Fuller was famous for building the first-ever tower without load-bearing curtain walls, an architectural feat that was accomplished with the use of a steel skeleton. Before, buildings used thick curtain walls on the lower floors to bear the weight of the stories that rose above. But this limited a building’s height, since the ground-floor walls could only be so thick. With a steel skeleton, such walls became unnecessary, revolutionizing the industry and allowing for the construction of skyscrapers.


Fuller was a dozen years older than Black and took an immediate liking to the ambitious young businessman. “I’d been thinking of my man in skyscraper terms, and in Harry, I got what looked like a one-story and a basement,” Fuller would later joke, belying his affection.24 Fuller’s teenage daughter Allon Mae was equally enamored, and the two soon fell in love. In 1895, seventeen-year-old Allon Mae Fuller and thirty-two-year-old Harry S. Black were married. Black soon began working at his father-in-law’s real estate firm. In 1900, when Fuller became sick and died, it fell to Black to run the business.


Nepotism may have gained Black entry into the George A. Fuller Construction Company, but he soon proved himself worthy. Black began methodically growing the business, aggressively bidding for large construction jobs and strategically acquiring smaller firms. Soon, Harry and Allon had moved to New York and the Fuller Construction Company was erecting such iconic structures as the triangular-shaped Flatiron Building and the flagship Macy’s Herald Square.


There is no record of how Beinecke and Black met, but the fact that the men would have known one another is not surprising, considering the former was a nascent investor in hotels and the latter was a major builder. When the Plaza was finally put up for sale, Beinecke convinced Black that the George A. Fuller Construction Company should buy the property. The two men then set about re-envisioning the hotel. The key would be how to finance their ambitions, since such an unrivaled property as the one they hoped to build would be exorbitantly expensive, more than the two men could personally afford. The pair cast about for a solution to their financing gap. It wasn’t long before an answer materialized in the form of one of the most deep-pocketed, colorful business titans of the day.


According to lore, Beinecke and Black were lunching at the St. Regis, a hotel built by Colonel John Jacob Astor just a few blocks south of the Plaza on Fifth Avenue. The men were deep in conversation when John “Bet-a-Million” Gates approached. A friend and frequent business partner of Black’s, Gates never looked like much, with a short and wide frame, but his personality more than made up for it. Gates was a hustler, a poor Illinois farm boy who had made it rich selling barbed wire to Texas ranchers. As his moniker declared, Gates enjoyed speculating and hosted high-stakes poker games at his suite of apartments at the Waldorf-Astoria. It was on a rainy evening during one of those games that Gates earned his nickname, betting the enormous sum of $1 million on which raindrop would slide down the windowsill first.


When Gates saw Beinecke and Black huddled together at the St. Regis, he walked over to say hello. The men told Gates what they were planning for the Plaza, and of their financial needs. Gates listened to the men, then boomed in his commanding voice that he would happily finance the endeavor. He had just one request: They must hire Gates’s favorite hotel manager, the young Frederick Sterry. “I’ll wager my fortune on his hotel ability,” Gates said. As long as Sterry was on board, “you can count on me for all you need.”25


Sterry was an obvious choice for the Plaza. He had grown up near Saratoga Springs, a favorite resort destination for the wealthy, particularly avid horse-racing fans. At age twenty-three, Sterry began working at one of the area’s top hotels, and by age twenty-seven he was the manager of a hotel in Hot Springs, Virginia. Noted for his tact and skillful handling of sensitive issues that often arose when dealing with wealthy hotel guests, Sterry soon moved on to Palm Beach, Florida.26 There, he was a key architect in the creation of the town as a playground for the rich, managing two of its best-known hotels, the Royal Poinciana and the Breakers.27 Quickly, Beinecke and Black hired Sterry, and, by extension, Gates and his millions were secured.


With their financing in hand, Beinecke and Black could finally begin their project. Their first step was to demolish the existing structure. It was on a warm June evening in 1905 that the first Plaza was to celebrate its final night in existence. C. B. Tedcastle, who had stayed at the hotel on its inaugural evening in 1890, intended to close out the era by being the last person to sign the Plaza’s hotel registry. Alas, another patron, Frederick Gardner Moore, thwarted his plans when he swooped in, signing the registry with a melodramatic flourish that read “The Last of the Mohicans.”28


The next morning, most of the remaining guests were ushered out and the patter of the hotel’s hallways and humming of its elevators was silenced. The only sounds to echo across the empty rooms came from four obstinate guests, who had refused to vacate. As the day progressed, the holdouts stubbornly sat, not budging from the remaining couches and chairs, even as auctioneers arrived and began selling the doomed hotel’s furnishings out from under them.29 Eventually, no longer able to postpone the inevitable, the guests filed out of the building. Now that it was finally emptied, the Plaza’s demolition began. Inside of eight weeks, the old Plaza had disappeared, and a white gleaming tower began rising in its place.


The man designing this new Plaza, where ironworkers would soon battle in midair during its construction, was Henry Janeway Hardenbergh. He was, appropriately enough, also the architect of the original Waldorf-Astoria (the hotel would be demolished in 1929 to make way for the Empire State Building, and was later rebuilt farther uptown). Hardenbergh remains a mercurial figure, with scant historical facts available about him. It is known he was born in New Jersey to a prominent Protestant family whose ancestors arrived from Holland in 1644. Hardenbergh’s great-great-grandfather was a founder of Rutgers College, and he was married, although his wife soon died, and the couple was childless.30


The dearth of biographical details is surprising, given that Hardenbergh was a success during his lifetime. He designed not only the Waldorf-Astoria but several other notable structures, including the Dakota apartment building on West Seventy-Second Street. While his other work was celebrated, it was for hotels that he was best known. Hardenbergh was “the pioneer hotel builder,” wrote the Architectural Record upon his death at age seventy-one, “the first to develop the esthetic problem of hotel design and the mechanical problem of hotel planning for safety and convenience.”31


The Architectural Record interviewed Hardenbergh in the spring of 1906, just as the plans for the new Plaza were coming together. The article described him as “Napoleonic in stature, but of wiry build, with a shrewd, worldly-wise expression in his eyes.” During the interview, Hardenbergh spoke of finding harmony between the interior of a building and its exterior. “In a hotel all tastes have to be satisfied, and one must know pretty well how the space is going to be utilized before one can realize the artistic vision of the outward appearance of a building,” he said. “The architect has to deal with three factors, all of equal importance,” Hardenbergh declared. “First, the artistic element; second, construction; and third, interior decoration. It is just as in music, a certain Leitmotif should run through everything. Otherwise, it would be merely a collection of miscellaneous details.”32


At the Plaza, Hardenbergh harnessed the site’s most unique characteristic, one that remains a defining aspect of the hotel even today. The Plaza is situated on a corner that has two setbacks, Central Park and Grand Army Plaza, creating one facade on Fifty-Ninth Street and the other on Fifth Avenue, that can be clearly apprised from a distance. If hotels are public spaces by their very definition, then the Plaza is doubly so, with its twin exposures making the building even more conspicuous than most.


Hardenbergh took advantage of the Plaza’s visibility, constructing a classical column. The first three stories were finished in rusticated Vermont marble to form the column’s base, and the remainder in cream-colored enameled terra-cotta brick to form the column’s shaft. The sloping mansard roof, with its ornate dormers and gables made from copper and slate, echoing the green of Central Park, formed the column’s capital.33 It was a French Renaissance château, executed in skyscraper proportions.


During the interview with the Architectural Record, Hardenbergh pulled out his sketches of the Plaza. The publication, comparing the Plaza design to the Waldorf-Astoria, noted, “There seems to be a striking tendency in this latest of his work, to abandon the picturesqueness and irregularity of his former style, and to arrive at a simpler, and at the same time more pleasing effect.” The architectural historian Robert A. M. Stern would later put it even more succinctly: “The owners of the Plaza surpassed the Waldorf-Astoria by hiring the Waldorf’s architect to design his masterpiece.”34


Hardenbergh placed the Plaza’s main entrance on Fifty-Ninth Street, across from Central Park, not on Fifth Avenue, where it was later moved. Visitors entering the lobby were greeted with an elaborate marble foyer furnished in the rococo style, with brocades in tints of rose and green and walls accented with marble half columns topped with capitals of gilt bronze. There was a large jardiniere with seats around the base, and behind that, a battery of four elevators featuring glass doors, through which the mechanical pistons could be seen. Called “plungers,” the elevators, technologically advanced for the time, stood on enormous shafts that descended deep into the city’s bedrock. The elevators would remain a noted feature of the hotel for decades, long after other buildings had replaced the manned plunger cars with automated electrical versions.


The lobby also featured the front desk and a ladies’ reception room, which was to the right of the elevator banks, as well as the newsstand and a florist shop that stood to the left. A mezzanine, at the top of a set of carpeted stairs, housed several stockbrokers’ offices, as well as telegraph, telephone, and writing rooms. The Café, later the Edwardian Room, took up the coveted corner of Fifty-Ninth Street and Fifth Avenue, with walls of paneled dark oak wainscot and featuring an Aubusson tapestry frieze made in France. Over the years, the space would be reimagined countless times, as a romantic dining spot, a condominium sales center, and, eventually, a clothing store hawking $1,000 dress shoes.


Another male refuge was the Bar Room, with oil frescoes featuring German castles and a chandelier laden with grapes and a barmaid hoisting a stein. Later known as the Oak Room, it would become famous as the site of New York’s first “power breakfasts,” where politicians would gab with businessmen over bacon and eggs. It was also a regular hangout for George M. Cohan, the composer known as “the man who owned Broadway” and the subject of the tune “Yankee Doodle Dandy.” When Cohan died, his favorite table was declared “Cohan Corner,” replete with a commemorative bronze plaque.


At the far end of the Oak Room, between two imposing columns, was an enormous wooden bar for which the Oak Bar was later named. That, too, would be displaced over the years, with the bar removed during Prohibition to make way for a brokerage office, where throngs of desperate investors would crowd in 1929 to watch the stock ticker plummet as they begged bewildered brokers for answers.


The ground floor also featured a second ladies’ reception room by Fifty-Eighth Street, as well as a tearoom, later called the Palm Court. The garden-like space was known for its ceiling, called a laylight, through which sunlight filtered, giving the room a soft, outdoorsy ambience. A wall of mirrors and large casement windows added to the effect, as did a forest of oversized palm trees and rubber plants. A low marble balustrade divided the room from the lobby, while female figurines, supposedly taken from an Italian palace, looked down from above. The furniture was made from green and white enamel, and a thick French moquette carpet finished off the design.35


Just a month after opening, British actress Mrs. Patrick Campbell caused a historic scene at the Palm Court. She appeared, at the height of the tea hour, “in all her statuesque beauty,” and, “having inevitably drawn all eyes to her, calmly produce[d] and [lit] a cigarette,” recalled Mary Doyle, the Plaza newsstand girl, who was there that day. “A cigarette publicly displayed in a lady’s mouth marked her definitely as a fallen woman,” she continued, noting that at the Palm Court, it was “a horror unthinkable.” The staff looked on aghast. “I don’t remember which intrepid soul it was who, after a series of whispered conferences in which dismay mounted rapidly toward panic, finally volunteered to approach the lady.” In response to the rebuke, Mrs. Campbell stood up imperiously, extinguished the offending cigarette, and stomped from the room. She soon checked out of the hotel.36


Hardenbergh’s Plaza also featured two dining rooms divided by sliding doors that could be removed at will. One area was set aside for permanent guests who lived at the hotel, the other for transient guests and visitors. Situated at the Fifth Avenue and Fifty-Eighth Street corner, the Rose Room, as it was later known, featured outsized arched windows overlooking Grand Army Plaza and the Vanderbilt mansion—a 130-room behemoth, the largest private residence ever built in Manhattan—next door. There were fourteen-foot columns covered in gilt panels, mirrors overlaid with chiseled bronze, and hundreds of electric bulbs that gave the room an inviting glow.37 Over the next century, the space would become, variously, a car dealership, a luggage closet, a nightclub, storage rooms, and, finally, the site of the current lobby.


Upstairs, Hardenbergh had designed a ballroom, a panoply of white and gold, with walls of yellow brocade and enormous crystal chandeliers. With views of Central Park, the ballroom could serve six hundred people and featured balconies on three sides. The fourth wall was an architectural marvel, with a stage that could be raised or lowered with the push of a button. This floor also housed the State Suite, a private residence boasting a drawing room, a dining room, and a novel system of private hallways that enabled the hotel to expand the suite to encompass as many additional bedrooms and baths as needed. The State Suite would be occupied over the years by US presidents and celebrities, as well as a war widow, an insurance tycoon, and a convicted felon.


To furnish such a hotel was no small task. The decorator E. F. Pooley made a buying trip to Europe to handpick furniture and commission original pieces. In Belfast, more than $2.7 million was spent in today’s dollars on Irish linen; in Switzerland, embroidered organdy curtains were purchased for the equivalent of $3,900 each; glassware was bought at the famed Baccarat shop in France. Back in New York, the largest single order in history was placed for gold-encrusted china at L. Straus & Sons. There were 1,650 chandeliers to light the hotel; and the flat silver, featuring the hotel’s insignia of two P’s back-to-back, totaled four thousand pieces and cost the equivalent of $8 million today.38


“Building a house like this is much like making a woman’s dress,” Sterry told journalists as he gave them a preview tour of the hotel on the eve of its opening. “Everything is specially made and specially fitted for a purpose. I will venture to say there is not a stock thing in the decorations. Even the border for the mosaic floor was designed for this room, and that open circle in the bronze work was made for a clock, in turn made for that particular space, and so with the carpets, furniture and tapestries.” It was, added Pooley with understatement, “a typical French house.”39


Despite the money lavished on its design and interiors, the new Plaza was considered restrained. It was “rich, but not gaudy,” wrote the Hotel Monthly trade magazine in a review. “The furnishings invite to rest. The decorations, while of the costliest type, are not obtrusive.”40 In the end, the new Plaza shattered records and drew broad applause. The price of construction was unrivaled, running to an unheard-of $12.5 million, or $340 million in today’s dollars. “It is the opinion of hotel men, architects, builders and capitalists that with the Plaza the climax has been reached in the size and cost of hotels,” declared the magazine Architecture. “It is unlikely that more than $12,500,000 will ever be invested in the ground, structure and plant cost of a single hotel.”41


Even the most jaded observers gazed in awe. “One stood in the park at nightfall and marveled,” wrote one besotted tourist who came to see the Plaza one evening, looking up at the thousands of chandeliers that cast a soft yellow warmth across the cold pavement. “The tiers of irregular light and shade make one think of all humanity living in one building. It is surely one of the most moving sights in New York.”42
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