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PROLOGUE



Manhattan, Mid-1950s
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AS SHE STOOD ON THE SIDEWALK amid the glistening steel towers of 1950s Manhattan—buses whooshing by, newspaper vendors hawking the latest headlines, construction workers jackhammering in the street—she adjusted her spotless white gloves, tipped her hat a fraction of an inch back into position, and straightened the jacket of her tailored business suit. Then she raised her hand to hail one of the yellow Checker Cabs beetling down the street. It was a strong, commanding gesture. She knew where she was going, in more ways than one.


Who was she? She might have been the daughter of a Brooklyn sign-painter or a Wall Street stockbroker or an Illinois farmer. She might have a degree from Smith or Vassar or Cornell, or maybe only a high school diploma because her family couldn’t afford to send her college. But now, as she headed to her first job interview, the most important fact anyone needed to know about her was that she was a graduate of the exclusive Katharine Gibbs School on Park Avenue.


But any casual passerby would have known that right away. It was the look, almost a uniform: the neutral-colored suit that hit just the right note of fashion-meets-business with its “New Look” rounded shoulders, nipped waist, and straight skirt; the string of pearls and small matching earrings; the white gloves; the soft shades of lipstick and nail polish, and her neatly styled hair, no longer than collar length. And, of course, the hat. Not one of those flamboyant, lampshade styles as wide as an umbrella, but a demure, close-fitting crescent shape or a quiet little pillbox or a face-framing cloche. Class.


If any doubts remained, her demeanor dispelled them. She was calm, confident, friendly, and polite. No pushing ahead of anyone, and if a briefcase-carrying man leaped in front to claim the taxi that had just pulled to the curb for her—well, another one would come along soon. She’d built in extra time for this sort of thing. Definitely a “Gibbs girl.”


Some people—mostly men—thought Katharine Gibbs was merely a secretarial school. While Gibbs did require students to master typing and stenography at breakneck speed before graduating, these skills merely opened the door to the halls of power. Once inside, young women should aim for the sky. “Expect great things!” founder Katharine Gibbs told them. Her school would give women the courage and vision to do just that. It would teach them how to walk, talk, dress, and behave so they belonged among the swells. No special connections or “right background” needed. The rules of this game could be learned.


Graduates who started their careers as assistants in executive suites would use those jobs as launching pads into leadership positions in business, the arts, education, the military, and government. They might work for a retailer, a manufacturer, an art dealer, a publishing company, a college, or a movie studio. They’d make big decisions, travel the world, and have their own secretaries. They wouldn’t need to marry for financial security or bask in their husband’s reflected glory. They could wait for love, and if love never came, they’d still have gotten a square deal. They’d have lived life on their own terms.


As the young woman on that Manhattan street stepped into her cab and gave the driver her destination, she knew she’d get this job. Actually, what she knew was that she’d get the job offer. Whether or not she accepted it was another matter. Gibbs teachers had hammered in the importance of career planning, especially in the first five years. What could she learn here? Could she move up in the organization? Would she make useful contacts? Because while this man—and it was always a man—would get the best secretary he ever had—someone who’d fix his grammar, stay late without complaining, and charm clients and colleagues when he kept them waiting—she was going places. She might not know where yet, but it would be Somewhere Important.


Today, the Katharine Gibbs School has disappeared and is all but forgotten. Yet in its glory days, the early to mid-twentieth century, it was a quiet revolutionary force in the working world.


At a time when the nation’s professional schools accepted women in no more than minuscule numbers, blocking them from high-paying, prestigious careers in law, medicine, and business—a time when women were supposed to marry quickly or busy themselves beforehand as teachers, nurses, and librarians—Katharine Gibbs opened the door to a much wider range of choices. It showed women how to get in, get ahead, and get to the top.


Equipped and encouraged, many Gibbs graduates soared. This is their story—a story about the imagination, courage, and triumphs of a remarkable, white-gloved army of women who typed their way out of the shadows of history, forever changing the face of power in America and setting the stage for gender equality in the twenty-first century workplace.




















ONE



April 4, 1909, Cranston, Rhode Island
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IT WAS A QUIET SUNDAY AFTERNOON, with a brisk spring breeze ruffling the air off Narragansett Bay. Onshore at the Edgewood Yacht Club, William Gibbs, a popular member who’d been elected vice commodore some years before, was preparing his yawl for the upcoming racing season. He loved sailing and took great pride in his boat, a sprightly little two-mast craft considered one of the finest of its class in the area. This year, it was especially important to make a good show. The previous April, the red-roofed, shingle-style Edgewood clubhouse had inexplicably burst into flames, sending sheets of fire into the night sky and burning fiercely until all that remained was “a mass of smoldering ruins lying on the beach.”


Miraculously, within a year, the club’s hardy New England membership, about five hundred strong, had rebuilt the structure back to its original design, complete with a second-floor ballroom and long, leisurely front porches facing the bay. The least William could do in appreciation was to apply a fresh coat of paint to his yawl, named Katharine.


A few blocks away, the original Katharine, William’s forty-six-year-old wife, was at their home at 110 Albert Avenue. A petite, soft-spoken woman, she was content in her role as a supportive wife and a devoted mother to their two sons, now nine and eleven. Her husband made the decisions. She followed. Because it was his passion, whether she’d wanted to or not, she learned to sail and dutifully served on William’s crew. It seemed a fair bargain. He was a good man, with a respectable job as a watchmaker at Tilden-Thurber, an upscale jewelry and home furnishings store in nearby Providence that sold items like Patek Philippe watches, Oriental rugs, oil paintings, and Gorham silver tea sets. William’s earnings had brought them to this leafy neighborhood of comfortably sized homes—nothing ostentatious, that wasn’t the way here—and his outgoing personality had ensured a warm welcome into the Yacht Club’s social whirl of fortnightly dances, whist tournaments, charity fundraisers, and, of course, friendly competitions out on the bay. Altogether, the family enjoyed a safe, predictable, peaceful life. That was how Katharine expected to spend the rest of her days.


Fate had other plans. Shortly after 1:00 p.m. on April 9, 1909, William ascended in the boatswain’s chair to scrape the mainmast before painting it. Suddenly, the thirty-foot pole snapped at its base and sent him hurtling downward, smashing his head against the wooden deck and whacking him across the chest.


Friends who’d been helping William paint the boat carried his limp body home. Surely his injuries weren’t serious, they consoled Katharine. A few days’ rest in bed and he’d recover completely. But the doctor who arrived a short time later took one look at William and immediately ordered him to the hospital. He died there sixteen days later of a brain hemorrhage and internal injuries. He was fifty-three.


Being suddenly widowed with two young children was bad enough, but Katharine was in for another big shock. Her loving husband left her nearly broke. He had no life insurance or significant savings, and their house was rented rather than owned. To make matters worse, because he had failed to make a will, all their assets—which according to the law were his assets—fell under the jurisdiction of the probate court. That meant that a judge would decide how to distribute their possessions, while imposing taxes and fees that were much greater than they would have been had William executed a will.


Nothing except her clothes remained to Katharine, not even a chair to sit in or a plate on which to serve her children dinner. Treated more or less as an interloper in her own family, she had to ask the court for permission to keep her household furniture, for a six-month family support allowance of $700 (a modest $4,000 a month today), and even for money to pay her late husband’s hospital bill. After those and miscellaneous other deductions, the estate was valued at $6,104 (about $211,000 today), mostly in shares of stock. The court divided that amount in thirds among Katharine and her two sons. When all the dust settled, she ended up facing the rest of her life with about $540 in cash (about $18,700 today). The government was no help. Social Security, with life-saving benefits for women like Katharine, wouldn’t arrive until 1935.


Worst of all, Katharine discovered she might lose custody of her children. In Rhode Island at the time, if one spouse failed to make a will appointing the other as the guardian of their children under fourteen, the state took over. Katharine had to petition the court for guardianship of her sons and she was especially at risk because she had no income. Her boys might be torn from her and sent to some faraway relative they barely knew, or worse, end up in a grim state-run orphanage that could send them out to earn their keep as household servants or indentured laborers.


It took more than a year, but in late September 1910, likely with the help of her lawyer brother John, Katharine dodged that heartbreak and officially became her boys’ guardian. However, the state didn’t totally trust her. To make sure she didn’t abscond with money meant for her children’s care, she had to sign a bond of $6,000 to her sister. As a further insult, the court appointed three men to assess the boys’ inheritance.


Once legal matters were settled, Katharine faced the big black void of her future. Middle-aged, with two children to support on her own, she had never worked outside the home a day in her life. She had no marketable skills and only a high school education.


How in the world was she going to survive? And how could she make sure that she never again ended up so vulnerable?


The answers that Katharine Gibbs found to these questions would ultimately transform the lives of generations of American women. But first, Katharine had to transform herself. She had to throw away the attitudes and assumptions about a woman’s place in the world that had beguiled her for forty-six years but that, under pressure, had turned treacherous and catastrophic.















TWO



Catherine/Katharine
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KATHARINE GIBBS NEVER MEANT to be a feminist. Born Catherine Ryan on January 10, 1863, in Galena, Illinois, she grew up pampered, protected, and provided for in a man’s world. That suited her. Her parents were wealthy and well-connected, and with their ambitions focused on the five boys in the family, Katharine (she would change the spelling of her name as a teenager) and her two sisters could do as they pleased without a thought for the future.


A small town perched on the northwestern tip of the state on the edge of the Wild West, Galena had been built by manly brawn. The area’s rugged hills were rich in lead—galena means lead in Latin—and around 1820, hordes of prospectors with get-rich-quick dreams swooped in. At the time, lead was even more valuable than gold. Essential for rifles and ammunition, it was “the metal of the frontier.” Galena was especially inviting because although lead is usually hidden far underground, making mining difficult and expensive, here rich deposits lay close to the surface. Another natural advantage was the town’s location near the Mississippi River. All steamboats traveling north or south stopped there, so by 1845 Galena had become the most important commercial port north of St. Louis. With a population of 15,000, it was even larger than Chicago.


A few years later, after the easily accessed lead deposits had been exhausted, the 1849 Gold Rush lured a stampede of miners away to California. Then the arrival of the railroads in the mid-1850s sharply reduced the shipping trade. Galena’s population cratered, falling to only 7,019 by 1870. Some glory had been restored during the Civil War by Ulysses S. Grant, whom Galena claimed as its own even though he’d lived there only since 1860 when, after resigning from the army in 1854 due to repeated drunkenness, he’d arrived to join his family’s tannery business.


During Katharine’s childhood in the postwar era, her father helped lead the local economy’s revitalization. The son of Irish immigrant adventurers who’d roamed Virginia, Kentucky, Ohio, and Missouri before opening a grocery store on Galena’s Main Street, James M. Ryan took the family business a step further. A stocky bearded character with an unruly thatch of hair and a piercing gaze, he started a packing house in a grimy, four-story brick box near the railroad tracks. “Packing house” was a euphemism for slaughterhouse. Ryan killed farm animals. Mostly hogs. Lots of them. On opening day of the season in October 1870, his employees killed 800 hogs, two per minute, their blood running in “little rivers.” During the next decade, he slaughtered an average of 1,200 hogs daily, with as many as ten carloads of the unfortunate animals arriving by train per day. Nothing went to waste. Ryan shipped the hams to eastern markets, sent bacon and dried salt meat to the South, and dried the offal for sale as fertilizer. It was a brutal, bloody, foul-smelling business, but he built it into the largest pork packing plant in the state outside of Chicago and amassed a fortune.
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Katharine’s father, James M. Ryan, with her younger brother, James W. Ryan, circa 1869 


EDWARD W. PEIRCE, COURTESY OF GALENA PUBLIC LIBRARY DISTRICT








Wealth placed Ryan within elite circles and brought opportunities to make even more money. He became a major stockholder and director of the local Merchants National Bank and president of the Galena and Southern Wisconsin Railroad. He married well. Katharine’s mother, Catharine McNulty, came from one of the oldest and richest lead mining families in the area. Active in local politics, Ryan developed a close friendship with General Grant who, even after he was elected president, stopped in at the Ryan home when in town. To keep Grant anchored in Galena, local leaders bought him a fully furnished home, and Ryan chaired a fundraising committee to build Grant a monument.
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James M. Ryan Packing House, Galena, IL, circa 1890


COURTESY OF GALENA PUBLIC LIBRARY DISTRICT








In this scheme of things, upper-class wives and daughters were mostly decorative, meant to smooth the rough edges off a burly patriarch who had wrested wealth from the earth and to escort him into genteel society. Katharine’s mother, Catharine, appears to have been a model of such propriety. She bore Ryan ten children, but lost two in infancy; their first child, William, died in May 1858 at two and a half, and Alice in February 1874 at four months. Catharine’s only significant mention in the local paper occurred when she hosted an evening party for two hundred at the packing house. With an orchestra imported from Dubuque and decorations that included a profusion of flowers and tri-color bunting, she had transformed the space into a huge stage for dancing, roller-skating, and a lavish banquet. The local paper pronounced the event, which lasted till 2:00 a.m., “a scene of brilliancy never before witnessed in this city.”


The family’s fourth-born child, Katharine, spent her early childhood in a house in town where, until 1871, hogs were allowed to run wild in the street. When she was thirteen, the family moved into a splendid new home. Miles from the slaughterhouse, on an estate he expanded into 640 acres of rolling green land, Ryan built a 9,000-square-foot, 24-room redbrick mansion, complete with a white-colonnaded porch, ruby red Czechoslovakian stained-glass windows, twelve fireplaces, and a third-floor ballroom. Katharine and her siblings basked in luxury. Servants cooked and cleaned and waited on them.


A taciturn man devoted to his family, Ryan recognized education as a cornerstone of social status—but it had to be the right education. No local public schools for his children. Galena was still a frontier town that raised its young to be miners, shopkeepers, and factory hands. After being tutored locally by “two highly educated New England women,” Katharine and her older sister, Mary, were shipped out for high school to New York’s Academy of the Sacred Heart (now Manhattanville University), an elite Christian boarding school for girls, located then at 128th Street and St. Nicholas Avenue.


Katharine’s four years at the Academy of the Sacred Heart affected her profoundly. Dropped into the deep end of the pool of East Coast aristocratic culture, she found herself alongside the daughters of Wall Street barons, oil industry millionaires, politicians, real estate magnates, and bankers—a milieu traditionally populated by girls with last names like Mellon, Schuyler, Livingston, Bouvier, and Drexel, and girls descended from signers of the Constitution and the Declaration of Independence. Their family’s money gave the Ryan sisters a boost upward. Although there were only about twenty-five private rooms for a student body of two hundred, Katharine and Mary each got one. Their classmates with less influence slept in dormitories, their beds curtained off into alcoves.
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Katharine Gibbs, then Katharine Ryan, middle row, far right, 1882 class picture at the Academy of the Sacred Heart, New York 


COURTESY OF MANHATTANVILLE UNIVERSITY SPECIAL COLLECTIONS








Katharine adapted quickly. Fortunately, her midwestern fashion sense didn’t have a chance to stamp her as a hayseed. All students had to wear the same uniform—a long, black, high-necked cashmere dress “daintily made in a simple prevailing style,” with no jewelry or other accessories allowed. With one-upmanship thus banned from personal adornment, Katharine set about erasing other markers of her unsophisticated background. It was here that she changed the spelling of her name. No longer willing to be a dime-a-dozen “Catherine,” she became a patrician “Katharine,” with the second “a” adding a particularly tasteful touch. She also had extensive dental work, resulting in a bill of $73 (about $2,300 today) at a time when five months’ board and tuition at this upper crust school cost $200, plus an extra $50 for her private room.


Although the school’s express purpose was to teach “young ladies of the higher class… to pursue all the useful and ornamental branches becoming their sex,” the curriculum was by no means frivolous. Required classes included Latin, with readings from Cicero and Virgil; three years of philosophy comprising logic, psychology, and metaphysics; mathematics; physics; civics; and with “great stress,” English grammar, composition, literature, and essay writing. However, these studies aimed to prepare young women not for professional life but to take their place as genteel, high-society ladies who could “carry on a sensible conversation or… write a letter worth reading.” Decades later, Mary Ryan admitted that—even though no one ever guessed it—her sister Katharine had based the Gibbs training on “the spirit of the Sacred Heart.” She just turned it to face the working world instead of the home.


While their brothers attended college, with one continuing on to Harvard Law School, Katharine and Mary ended their education after high school. That was the usual pattern. For one thing, parents had few places to send an aspiring female scholar. While men’s colleges had been around in the United States since 1636 when Harvard opened its doors, women had to wait until 1833 when Oberlin began as the nation’s first co-ed college. Opportunities increased in the late nineteenth century, especially at newly launched Midwest and Western co-ed state colleges as well as the elite all-women Seven Sisters in the Northeast. Still, widespread public opinion frowned. It just wasn’t natural to give a girl too much classroom learning.


In his 1873 book Sex in Education; or, A Fair Chance for the Girls, Harvard Medical School professor Edward H. Clarke spelled out the reasons. Mainly, he argued, women were intellectually inferior to men. If they insisted on a rigorous college education with the same standards that applied to men, he wrote, females risked disasters such as a nervous breakdown or sterility or—horrors—a lack of marriage prospects. In the latter case, they might “[drift] into the hermaphroditic condition that sometimes accompanies spinsterism.” The book was so popular it sold out in a week. A second edition was immediately printed.


Point taken. Between 1833 and 1885, only a few thousand women attended a college or university in any one year.


As with higher education, so with a career. Katharine, like most of her peers, wasn’t interested. In 1890, only 19 percent of women over sixteen worked outside the home, compared to 90.5 percent of men in the same age group, and almost all of them toiled out of necessity in low-paid, low-status jobs. They were factory laborers, domestic workers, and schoolteachers, and their employment outside the home cast shadows of shame and pity. If there were a man in the house, the message was loud and clear: he couldn’t provide properly for his dependents. If the man had died or run off, perhaps these women hadn’t taken proper care of him and so they deserved their fate.


To want more, to yearn for a challenging, lucrative, influential career—that was bad form. Unfeminine. No less an authority than the US Supreme Court said so. Women had a “natural and proper timidity and delicacy,” wrote US Supreme Court Justice Joseph P. Bradley in a concurring opinion to an 1873 decision that rejected a woman’s application for an Illinois law license (Bradwell v. Illinois, 1873). “The paramount destiny and mission of woman are to fulfill the noble and benign offices of wife and mother. This is the law of the Creator.” Only one justice dissented.Katharine was no firebrand, not yet. Following society’s rules had given her an easy, enjoyable life. Returning home to Galena at nineteen, she floated along like a leaf on a light summer breeze, visiting friends and relatives in Iowa, Minnesota, Wisconsin, and Montana with her older sister Mary as her constant companion. At the family mansion, the sisters, known as Katie and Minnie, gave lavish parties. For one evening fête, they decorated the front lawn with double rows of Chinese lanterns, served a “sumptuous repast,” and offered dancing with music by the Germania Band of Dubuque. At another gathering, deemed by the local paper “one of the most brilliant social events of the season,” they set up the grounds for lawn tennis, archery, and croquet.






[image: image]











Ryan mansion, Galena, IL 


PHOTOGRAPHS IN THE CAROL M. HIGHSMITH ARCHIVE, LIBRARY OF CONGRESS, PRINTS AND PHOTOGRAPHS DIVISION








Outgoing and sociable, Katharine joined several theatrical groups. In the 1886 debut performance of the local dramatic club, she starred as an impoverished ballet dancer in the English play Caste at a three-hundred-seat theater, winning praise from the Galena Daily Gazette as “the favorite of the evening.” With the Galena Amateur Opera Company in 1892, she directed the three-act comic opera Erminie at the thousand-seat Turner Hall. She also organized and produced children’s plays, and both sisters won ladies’ tournaments of the card game euchre.


As much as she hewed to conventional notions of femininity, in one respect Katharine resisted conformity. She showed no interest in finding a husband. In 1890, when she turned twenty-seven, the median age for a woman to marry for the first time was twenty-two, and brides as young as fifteen or sixteen were not unusual. Only about 10 percent of American women in the late nineteenth century would never marry. Katharine certainly would have been an attractive catch. None of her brothers wanted to take over their father’s lucrative business, so an ambitious son-in-law could have positioned himself as the heir apparent and landed in a luxurious life.


But Katharine didn’t need to marry for financial security. Lacking that motive, her shrewd frontier intelligence sensed a threat on the landscape. Although by the 1861 Married Woman’s Act, Illinois had struck down the concept of “disability of coverture”—by which married women had to give their husbands absolute authority over all their assets, including their clothes—many complications soon arose and cluttered up the courts for decades. A single woman, though, clearly controlled her own money. Equally off-putting, under the law Katharine would have had to submit to her husband’s will and follow his instructions. As for the possible attraction of running a household, since their mother’s death in 1888, Katharine and her sister Mary had been in charge of the family mansion without having to answer to any bossy or pompous husband.
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KATHARINE’S LIFE AS A social butterfly ended abruptly on October 9, 1892, when she was twenty-nine. That evening, after boarding a streetcar in Dubuque, Iowa, and depositing his fare in the box, her father slumped into a seat, fell unconscious, and died of heart failure. Alas, sixty-five-year-old James M. Ryan hadn’t made a will.


This careless oversight turned his daughters’ lives upside down. Days after their father’s death, the two oldest sons, Charles L. Ryan, five years older than Katharine, and James W. Ryan, three years younger, became administrators of the estate, with power over all the assets. Within a month, they’d closed down the highly profitable Ryan meat packing plant, put it up for sale, and declared that if no buyers stepped forward, they would simply abandon it. The place would remain shuttered and unsold for years, delivering a severe blow to the local economy. Charles, James, and another brother also took over the family farm, comprising some of the best and most valuable land in Illinois, and kept the profits for themselves. The sisters got nothing.
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North Main Street, Galena, 1891 
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For the time being, Katharine, twenty-nine, and Mary, thirty-two, were allowed to stay in the mansion, while youngest sister Cecelia was off at boarding school. Their position was precarious. They now depended entirely on the good will of their brothers, which was highly uncertain because Charles was in financial trouble. A Montana mining company where he was a partner was failing and in 1893, he defaulted on a stock purchase assessment, resulting in his shares being put up for sale. Another warning bell rang when their brother James married on New Year’s Day, 1895, in Galena in a lavish church ceremony with five hundred invited guests. Although Katharine served as maid of honor, family solidarity promptly collapsed. By early May, when the sisters returned to Galena from Chicago where they’d spent the winter, the newlyweds had taken over the family mansion. Rumors circulated that Charles and James planned to sell the place.


Once mistresses of the mansion, Katharine and Mary had become charity boarders, subject to eviction at any moment.


Now Katharine needed to find a husband. Fast.


The successful candidate was William Gibbs, a Massachusetts native whom she’d probably met in Helena, Montana, during visits to her brother Charles, who’d lived there since at least the late 1880s. Nothing is known about the couple’s meeting or courtship, likely because by the time anyone was interested enough to ask for the public record—if, indeed, anyone ever did—William had already died and the marriage belonged to a closed chapter of Katharine’s life.


The wedding was quick and quiet. Telling her neighbors in Galena only that she and Mary were heading east for the winter, Katharine eloped to New York City. There, on December 20, 1896, at the then-“old-maid” age of thirty-three, she married Gibbs at her alma mater, the Academy of the Sacred Heart. Mary and their younger brother John, who was sympathetic to his sisters, were the only guests.


She landed safely just in time. Nine months later, on September 29, 1897, her brothers sold the family homestead for $83,000 (about $3.1 million today). Within weeks, they’d completely dismantled the house.


These sobering events knocked the frivolity out of Katharine. Going forward, there would be no more parties with Chinese lanterns on the lawn and archery and croquet games, no gallivanting from town to town on social calls, no amateur theatricals that sparked gushing praise in the local paper. She had been lucky to find a reliable, good-natured man like William Gibbs to marry. But a middle-class husband was not an indulgent, rich father. From now on, she’d have to pull her weight.


The newlyweds settled in Rhode Island, where William Gibbs landed his job as a watchmaker at the upmarket Tilden-Thurber store in Providence. Demonstrating the adaptability that would mark her career years later, Katharine became what the situation called for—in this case, a happy homemaker. Children arrived quickly. William Howard Gibbs was born on October 8, 1897, when she was thirty-four, and James Gordon followed on January 17, 1900. Friends described Katharine as a loving, attentive mother and a soft-spoken, contented, deferential wife. Accompanying her husband to yacht club events and to church on Sundays, she stayed in the background and kept quiet when the conversation turned to public affairs. An all-around delightful member of the community, people said.


It was a huge change from Katharine’s past. She had gone from a small midwestern town to a bustling, modern eastern metropolis, from people and customs she had known all her days to strangers with unfamiliar histories and traditions, from a freewheeling existence as a wealthy single woman to managing a middle-class household and raising children. Once her activities had dotted the social chatter columns of the Galena Daily Gazette; now her life shrank within the four walls of home. Yet, there was no point in being anything but happy about it. The one steady tie to her past was her older sister Mary who, having nowhere else to go after the sale of the family mansion, came to live with the Gibbses in Rhode Island. To his credit, easygoing William accepted his sister-in-law as a member of the family.


From time to time, other siblings visited, stirring up unresolved family drama. Their eldest brother, Charles L. Ryan, had never given five of them their fair share of their father’s estate, which at the time of his death had an estimated value of $500,000 to $1 million ($17.3 million to $34.6 million today). In 1904, after twelve years of fruitless pleading, it was time to act. The previous year, for an undisclosed amount, Charles had sold the long-idle Ryan slaughterhouse to investors who turned it into the Galena Iron Works, which manufactured mining equipment. That had put more money under Charles’s control.


The five empty-handed Ryan children—all three daughters and two of the five sons—agreed to settle with Charles for a total of $45,784.64, in the form of thirteen mortgage loans Charles had made on real estate. It was a shockingly paltry amount, less than one-tenth of the lowest estimated value of their father’s estate. Evidently, that was all the money the five siblings could hope to get. The fate of the rest of the family fortune is a mystery. Perhaps, over the years, it had gone down the drain in the various unsuccessful companies Charles formed. Some may also have gone to, or been lost by, two other brothers who had been in business with Charles and who did not join in the settlement action.


Before the court could approve the settlement, a preliminary step was necessary. A conservator had to be appointed for Cecelia, the youngest Ryan daughter, who was mentally impaired. In years ahead, this process would drive home further to Katharine the dire vulnerability of women to male decision-making. While their father was alive, Cecelia had been well cared for. She even had some high school education, acquired at three boarding schools in as many years, although it appears she never graduated. But after James M. Ryan’s death in 1892 and the sale of the mansion five years later, Cecelia was banished to the home of a former household servant and her husband, a coachman. This was another consequence of James M. Ryan’s failure to execute a will. He hadn’t named a guardian or allocated money for Cecelia’s care.


Now, a conservator would manage Cecelia’s finances, keep a detailed accounting of all transactions, and file regular reports with a county judge. At the hearing on July 26, 1904, in Galena, five witnesses—including Katharine’s sister Mary, her youngest brother, Albert, and an aunt—all testified that thirty-one-year-old Cecelia had been “feeble minded” for as long as they’d known her and was incompetent to manage herself and her property. Court records contain no descriptions of specific behavior, and “feeble minded” was such a vague diagnosis that it’s impossible to know what it meant in this case. According to one expert of the day, the term encompassed “all grades of idiocy and imbecility, from the child that is merely dull… to the gelatinous mass that simply eats and lives” and was even more difficult to define than insanity. A jury of six men agreed with the witnesses, and the court appointed a local lawyer as Cecelia’s conservator.


With that done, a judge approved the $45,784.64 settlement between Charles and his five siblings. Katharine and her two sisters were awarded amounts varying from about $11,000 to $12,000; the two brothers got several thousand less. But because the money was tied up in mortgage loans, they would receive it in installments over a number of years rather than as a lump sum. Paid out like that, the inheritance wasn’t enough for Katharine to buy a house or to build up savings. Likely, she simply spent it on small family expenses.


She let the matter go. That was the way of the world. Men controlled money. Women had to accept the fact. Besides, she was secure in her new life. Her husband was surely going to live a long time and provide well for her and the children.


Except that he wasn’t and he didn’t. After that awful day in April 1909 when William Gibbs fell thirty feet from the mast of his yawl and suffered fatal injuries, Katharine’s illusions shattered. Three times the men who were supposed to protect and provide for her had failed. First her father died without a will, leaving his children to fight over his estate. Then several of her brothers either appropriated or mismanaged most of the money. And finally, her loving husband, knowing of these crises, had repeated their triggering error. He, too, failed to make a will and left her shipwrecked.


And then the courts told her she was a nobody, with no presumed right to anything in her household, because she was just a housewife. She’d even had to ask permission to raise her own children.


This pile-up of events made Katharine good and mad. Not banner-carrying, manifesto-writing, angry-shouting mad. But simmering, steely-determined, and not-having-it-anymore mad. Never again would she place her fate in the hands of a man. Even the best of them—like her father and her husband—could make disastrous mistakes.


It had taken her forty-six years to learn the lesson, but Katharine knew it now. The only way for a woman to be secure was to have her own money. And the only way a woman could be sure to keep her money was to earn it herself.


A brand-new Katharine Gibbs was about to emerge.















THREE



A New Idea in Education
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NOBODY, KATHARINE KNEW, WAS going to hire a middle-aged woman with no job experience, no marketable skills, and only a high school education. So, summoning the entrepreneurial spirit of their forebears—their hog-slaughtering father, his grocery-store-owning parents, and the lead mining McNultys of Shullsburg, Wisconsin, on their mother’s side—she and her sister Mary started a dressmaking and clothing design business. The idea made sense, sort of. In high school at the Academy of the Sacred Heart, the two had taken required courses in dressmaking and embroidery, and as a single woman in the Midwest, Katharine had spent hours in museums studying antique needlepoint stitches and copying designs. Unfortunately, clueless about marketing and sales, Katharine and Mary saw their business quickly unravel for want of customers.


Yet, neither resorted to the fallback strategy of the day, marriage. They might easily have found husbands. A sympathetic soul at the Edgewood Yacht Club, site of Katharine’s husband’s freak accident, surely could have rustled up a bachelor brother or an eligible coworker or a lonely, well-to-do widower. Neither sister was interested. The harsh lesson they’d learned could not be unlearned. With the welfare of Katharine’s two young sons at stake, the risks were too great to take a chance on depending on a man again.


Fortified by a lively sense of humor and an attitude she later described as “Take sides and get mad at things,” Mary, in her late forties, marched off to enroll in typing and stenography classes at a small, down-at-the-heels secretarial school in a scruffy area of Providence. The other students were probably less than half her age, yet Mary matched them in youthful energy, breezing through the work. Among her classmates, Mary stood out sufficiently that when she finished the course, the school’s owner hired her as a teacher.


Of the two sisters, Katharine had always been the leader, the go-getter, the big thinker, and the problem solver. It was she—upending the social convention as old as the Bible that Leah should marry before her younger sister Rachel—who had lassoed a husband and provided a home for both of them when their brothers sold the Ryan mansion out from underneath them. Now, she was determined to engineer another rescue. In 1911, when Mary’s employer put the school up for sale, Katharine jumped at the chance.


It was a preposterous idea. She was still scraping by financially, she had no clerical skills, she had never taught anyone anything, she had failed at dressmaking… the reasons against the purchase went on and on. No matter. Katharine sold her jewelry, borrowed $1,000 (about $33,000 today) from rich friends, and bought the place.


So nondescript that its name has been lost to the mists of time, the school consisted of two rooms on the second floor of a commercial building one block from Providence’s Chinatown. It was hardly a glamorous location. The exoticism of the area—a bustling collection of boarding houses, Chinese fancy goods shops, restaurants, and laundries—stoked fears in the larger community of opium dens, gambling parlors, and “young girls who foolishly frequent” second-story Chop Suey houses, prey to the attention of lascivious men. The reputation wasn’t entirely untrue. Providence police described the area as “a constant source of anxiety” and the “central depot” of an illegal drug trade extending throughout New England.


Inside the place, Katharine didn’t get much for her money, only a desk, a filing cabinet, a typewriter, a stack of dusty, outdated textbooks, and one lone student. With no funds left to hire staff, she appointed herself the school’s manager while Mary doubled as treasurer and teacher. “Do the best you can, at whatever you are asked to do, and do it with a good grace,” became Katharine’s motto, one she would drill into her students. “Never be afraid to undertake new projects or branch out in new directions. You may make mistakes, but if you learn from them, they are part of your higher education.”


For the next two years, the school limped along with low enrollment and shaky finances. Finally, in the summer of 1913, Katharine faced the fact that—unlike her sister, who’d attended and taught at the school under its previous owner—she didn’t know what she was doing. To remedy that, she enrolled in a six-week Secretarial Studies course at Simmons College in Boston, where she boned up on the basics—typing, shorthand, bookkeeping, commercial law, business practices—and learned how to teach those subjects. More important, she entered an environment of big ideas about woman’s place and potential in American society.


Founded in 1902 by a bequest from John Simmons, a wealthy Boston clothing manufacturer, Simmons College had forged a new path for women’s colleges. While the others modeled themselves after liberal arts men’s colleges and focused on instilling good taste and cultural discernment, Simmons blended real world vocational training with ivory tower academics. Its graduates would be more than just “good,” explained Dean Sarah Louise Arnold. They’d be “good for something.” In other words, they’d have the skills, knowledge, and sophistication to contribute to society while earning an independent living. No more mincing, subservient, cloistered females—the Simmons graduate would be a “ten-talent woman” with “the power to modify circumstances, to improve conditions, to direct enterprises, to assume executive control.” That idea would become central to Katharine’s vision. Simmons College also added other options to the standard one-size-fits-all, four-year education plan by offering a technical course for college graduates and shorter courses for women pressed for time. Katharine would appropriate that model, too, for her own playbook.


Following her stint at Simmons, enrollment picked up enough to put Katharine’s business, renamed the Providence School for Secretaries in 1916, steadily in the black. Still, there was nothing special about the place, nothing to distinguish it from the smattering of other clerical schools in the area, most of which were pokey little enterprises offering four- to six-week courses, some sponsored by office equipment manufacturers. In fact, Katharine wasn’t even offering much more than the public high schools, which increasingly provided typing and stenography classes to students for free.
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MEANWHILE, SEISMIC SHIFTS WERE rumbling under the foundation of American women’s lives. The women’s suffrage movement, which brought about the Nineteenth Amendment in 1920 and guaranteed the right to vote nationwide, was just one part of it. More and more women were enrolling in college. Between 1900 and 1920, the number of female students skyrocketed 1,000 percent in public colleges and 482 percent in private colleges.


On the home front, a rising standard of living, along with snazzy new labor-saving appliances like vacuum cleaners, electric washing machines, irons, refrigerators, and sewing machines, freed women from household drudgery and sparked thoughts of entering the workforce. Urbanization brought people closer to offices and factories—by 1920, for the first time in history, more Americans would live in cities and towns than in rural areas—and automobiles and public transportation made it easier to get back and forth.


And then there were the movies, which exploded in popularity during the mid-1910s. Up on the big screen, larger than life, they splashed daring new possibilities for women. The low-budget 1915 movie A Fool There Was became the first feature film to earn $1 million in profits, thanks to the previously unknown actress Theda Bara, who vamped her way through scenes as a sultry, scantily clad vixen delightedly ruining men with sex. Within a year, after a spate of similar roles, Bara ranked as one of the nation’s most popular movie stars, rivaling Charlie Chaplin and “America’s Sweetheart” Mary Pickford.


While these trends prompted a lot of media chatter about a liberated, tradition-flouting “New Woman,” they did very little to advance one of the truest measures of freedom, financial prosperity. Other than marriage and inheritance, the major roads toward money posted large “Do Not Enter” signs for women. The gatekeepers were the nation’s professional schools, which provided a bridge for college graduates into the upper echelons of employment as doctors, lawyers, and captains of industry. Male college graduates, that is. Especially at elite universities, women’s applications were routinely tossed into the trash.


In theory, most US medical schools admitted female students without prejudice. By 1920, the nation had 85 medical schools, of which 64, or 75 percent, were coed, while one, the Women’s Medical College of Pennsylvania, admitted only women. However, in the opening decades of the twentieth century, women accounted for only about 5 percent of medical school admissions, and that figure that would crawl at a snail’s pace up to a mere 11 percent in 1970. The standard-bearer of the field, Harvard Medical School, clung tightly to its men-only policy until 1945, resisting even the lure of a large cash donation. In 1882, a group of female physicians offered $50,000 (about $1.5 million today) if the school would agree to admit women. No dice. The outraged medical school faculty threatened to resign en masse, so the Harvard Corporation turned down the deal.


Prospects were equally dim at US law and business schools. In 1910, only fifty-two women received degrees from US law schools, and as of the late 1910s, women accounted for less than 1 percent of US lawyers. Not until 1918 were women admitted to the American Bar Association. Harvard Law School, the nation’s most prestigious and most selective law school, would remain staunchly opposed to admitting women until 1950—but had welcomed all kinds of men. By the late nineteenth century, the school had admitted Jews, East Asians, African Americans, Native Americans, and a blind man who could learn only by hearing; it also waived tuition fees for indigent male students. Yale Law School did admit a woman in 1885, but that was by mistake. Alice Rufie Blake Jordan had used only her initials on her application. After she graduated, Yale Law barred female students until 1919. Many lower-tier law schools did accept women, but often with quotas as low as 5 or 6 percent.


Information about the history of women in business schools is scant, but a few facts probably tell the story well enough. The world’s first MBA program, Harvard’s Graduate School of Business Administration, was launched in 1908 and accepted only men until 1963—when it enrolled eight women alongside 676 men. The world’s first undergraduate business school, Wharton at the University of Pennsylvania, began in 1881 with the express purpose of preparing students to become “pillars of the State, whether in private or in public life.” Again, men only. The school didn’t accept women till 1954, and then only fifteen of them. Wharton’s prestigious MBA program began in 1921 and graduated a lone female student ten years later.


Government, which should have been fairer, wasn’t. In the late 1910s, women were barred from 60 percent of all civil service examinations, including 64 percent of those for scientific and professional positions and 87 percent of those for mechanical and manufacturing positions. The federal Bureau of Animal Industry prohibited women from studying animal parasites because, according to an official, any job that dealt so much with breeding was no place for a proper lady. The US Forest Service wouldn’t hire women to study the physical and mechanical properties of wood and the National Museum forbade women to work with reptiles.


The message was unmistakable. Interesting, challenging, and, especially, highly paid jobs required tough-minded manliness and were entirely unsuitable for delicate, overly emotional, scatterbrained females. In society’s eyes, the purpose of higher education for women was to create gracious wives who could boost their husband’s careers and raise cultured children. If educated women really wanted, or needed, to work, they could become teachers, nurses, librarians, or social workers. Then, after enough experience with low pay and dead-end prospects, they might well view marriage in a more alluring light.
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WHEN THE US ENTERED World War I on April 6, 1917, Katharine suddenly saw her opportunity. At the time, almost all executive secretaries were male because the jobs were considered a springboard into management. Now, those young men would be leaving their desks for foxholes in France. Unless they wanted to type their own letters, bosses would have to consider the previously unthinkable option of hiring a female assistant. Ready to step in, Katharine realized, were all those bright, eager young women whose ambitions had been bottlenecked by the existing system. They’d simply need a bit of polishing.


Like many great ideas, her master plan was magnificently simple. She’d give employers women who were better than the men—speedier typists, flawless stenographers, tidy organizers, and what’s more, well-groomed, nicely dressed, gracious hostesses who could serve afternoon tea to office guests. No one would ever want a male secretary again.


Meanwhile, under cover of docility and unfailing cheerful cooperation, “Gibbs girls” would stealthily learn all about the organization, observe leadership, gain new skills, make important contacts, and earn a decent living. If their own company wasn’t smart enough to promote them, another one would. Failing that, they’d know enough to strike out on their own. It would be a modern-day Trojan horse campaign. Male executives who were about to get replaced or pushed aside for promotion wouldn’t know what was happening until it was done.


“I felt certain that I had a new idea in schools,” Katharine later commented. “Besides the necessity of earning money, I felt the urge to create something new, and I chose to put into an actual school my ideal in education.”


She knew she needed to expand. And at age fifty-four, with the war’s duration uncertain, she knew she had to act quickly. After getting permission in August 1917 from the Cranston, Rhode Island, Probate Court, Katharine sold shares of railroad stock from her late husband’s estate. Combining those proceeds with profits from the Providence school, she plowed the money into two new schools in chic, strategic locations.


“Accomplishment comes only as the result of two important things—knowing definitely what you want and setting out to get it,” she said.


Katharine wanted the best, and only the best. This would be another key theme that Gibbs training constantly hammered home—do not settle. Success depended on “the ability to distinguish between those things which are best and those which are second best, and the power to choose and hold fast to the best.” Make whatever sacrifices are necessary, Katharine would tell her students. The effort, expense, and temporary hardship would pay off.


For the new schools, the right addresses were crucial. Scanning the territory, Katharine saw that Boston could catch graduates of four of the Seven Sisters colleges. Radcliffe was in the city’s backyard in Cambridge, and Smith, Wellesley, and Mount Holyoke were relatively nearby in western Massachusetts. In September 1917, she opened her second school in suite 301 of the Nottingham Chambers building at 25 Huntington Avenue, on Copley Square in the highbrow Back Bay neighborhood. It was a place to inspire dreams of belonging to—or retaining one’s place in—America’s genteel elite. From the windows of the third floor, students could look out on the massive Romanesque façade of Trinity Church, completed in 1877, or glance sideways at the Renaissance Beaux-Arts Boston Public Library, dubbed by its high-society architect Charles Follen McKim as a “palace for the people.” At lunchtime, they could stroll over to the fifty-acre Boston Common, the nation’s oldest park, where in season they might picnic or ride on a Swan Boat around the lagoon.


Next stop, New York, which was poised to become the most exciting, sophisticated, and culturally vibrant city in the world. And the wealthiest. World War I had shifted the center of the global banking industry from London to New York, inviting all enterprising eyes to focus on Manhattan.


One street name in particular connoted class: Park Avenue. So, in mid-1918 that’s where Katharine landed, at 101 Park, on the corner of 40th Street, in the Architects Building, home to some of the best names in the trade. McKim, Meade & White, which had renovated the White House and designed the Boston Public Library, had offices there. Katharine couldn’t afford much, only an office and two classrooms. But sprawling space wasn’t the point. Prestige was—whatever the cost, whatever the risk. Katharine summoned her courage and put down her money. As she later explained, “Believe you can accomplish things and half the battle is over. Then you must have faith in the enterprise into which you throw your mind and your strength.”
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Copley Square, viewed from third floor of 25 Huntington Avenue, Boston, late 1950s
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Now she put herself out front, renaming all three locations the Katharine Gibbs School of Secretarial and Executive Training for Educated Women. Her sister Mary was her cofounder and an important decision maker—it was she who had pushed for the New York school as their flagship location. But Katharine held a trump card, the one valuable asset that the Rhode Island probate court hadn’t been able to challenge or change: her late husband’s patrician-sounding last name. “Katharine Gibbs,” combined with the tony Park Avenue and Back Bay addresses, would conjure up the image of a high-society lady, perhaps the daughter of a banker or a university president, ready to dispense the secrets of her caste. “Mary Ryan,” though, might have been a ruddy-cheeked parlor maid. Easygoing Mary accepted her place in the background. A supportive personality, she was happy to cheer on her imaginative, energetic sister.


Driven by her new vision, Katharine overhauled the curriculum. Out the window went the old come-one, come-all admissions policy. From now on, she would accept only well-educated women. At first that meant college graduates, but Katharine quickly realized there were a great many intelligent, ambitious young women whose families either couldn’t afford four years of college or who believed that higher education was wasted on a woman. By 1920, she had created three plans of study. High school graduates could choose either a speedy one-year course or a two-year course that essentially packed four years of college into half the time, with instruction “stripped of non-essentials” to avoid a “waste of time, money, or energy.” College graduates could enroll in a six-month (later eight-month) “Executive Training Course.”


The two-year course added a heavy dose of cultural studies to basic office skills training. Courses included art and music appreciation, English literature and composition, psychology, economics, and world government, as well as instruction in personal grooming, elocution, and fashion sense. But all of it was geared toward practical application in the working world, toward the goal of shaping “a delightful human being in business.”






[image: image]











Architects Building, 101 Park Avenue, circa 1924, first site of Katharine Gibbs’s New York school 








Decades before Pierre Bourdieu put a name to it, Katharine understood the idea of “cultural capital.” That is, while productive skills and knowledge could pry open the door to social and economic advancement, the wind that blew a person over the threshold and punched the button of the penthouse elevator was the seemingly mysterious quality of good taste. Knowing what was done and what wasn’t. Good breeding, some called it. Nonsense. Katharine knew that while upper class children absorbed this information by osmosis from their social milieu, it could also be taught. She had learned it in high school at the Academy of the Sacred Heart and, during her marriage, among the pooh-bahs at the Edgewood Yacht Club.


Lest anyone raise an eyebrow about the quality of instruction at a secretarial school, Katharine assembled a first-class faculty, reeling in a good many moonlighters from Ivy League and Ivy-equivalent universities as well as distinguished guest lecturers. Over the next decade, instructors came from Harvard, Columbia, Brown, MIT, and Wellesley, as well as top perches in industry. It was quite an achievement for a woman who, in her mid-fifties, had had only moderate success in Providence, was pitching an untested concept, and hadn’t managed to rustle up any rich or influential backers. But she did it, proving—another lesson for students—the power of personality.


“She was irresistible,” recalled Dr. John C. Dunning, a political science professor at Brown University, who was immediately charmed by Katharine’s lively humor, common sense, enthusiasm, sincerity, and “tenacity of purpose.” The two met when Katharine, unknown to Dunning and without an appointment, quietly slipped into his office at Brown’s John Hay Library and appeared at his desk with her hand shyly extended. A verbal faux pas broke the ice. When Katharine explained that a mutual acquaintance, a lawyer, had recommended Dunning “as one who would hold my girls,” both instantly caught the double entendre and “burst into a hearty laugh.”


“Then we sat down. She told me who she was; she stated the object of her call; she unfolded her dreams to ‘invade’ Boston and New York; she set forth her ideals; and much more,” Dunning said. She exuded such “endearing and inspiring qualities of leadership” that he signed on immediately. Dunning would teach for decades at the Providence and Boston schools.


Staking everything on a big win, Katharine bought a snowstorm of ads in publications like Vogue, Harper’s Bazaar, the New York Times, women’s rights magazines, and various college alumnae publications. They were usually small, plain, unillustrated ads lumped into the classified ad section on a back page under “Vocational.” In these early years, she couldn’t afford splashier displays, but broad reach was critical.


With messianic zeal, Katharine believed that all women needed the “protection against the future” that her schools offered. Even women who didn’t know it yet, women who thought they’d be safe with family money or a high-earning husband. Even if they enrolled only because their parents made them or because they wanted an adventure before settling into marriage—and she was right, many did come for those reasons—still she’d prepare them for what she knew might lie ahead: life’s unexpected blows. As she put it, “Fortunes rise and fall, taxation makes increasing inroads upon wealth, and the buying power of money has been growing less and less.” Not to mention careless fathers, greedy siblings, and/or careless husbands. There was only one true source of security, she insisted. “To know that one is equipped for effective work in agreeable and profitable fields gives one a sense of up-standing independence that nothing else can give—a capital that panics and reversals cannot touch.”


She was every woman, Katharine realized. What had happened to her could happen to anyone. And while she couldn’t change her own past, she could change the future for others. Her school would arm young women to win in a world made by and for men. Finally, women would have what their fathers and brothers and boyfriends could usually take for granted, someone to show them the ropes.
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