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“Mid pleasures and palaces tho we may roam, Be it ever so humble there’s no place like home.”


—From “Home Sweet Home,” John Howard Payne, 1823, the song he wrote about his boyhood home on Main Street, East Hampton
















The Pasha


ONE FRIDAY NIGHT in December 1991, while dining at the home of Bruce Cotter, a retired East Hampton police lieutenant, real estate magnate Allan M. Schneider began to choke on a piece of rare sirloin steak lodged in his windpipe.


Schneider, fifty-four, was the most powerful broker in all the Hamptons—“the Pasha,” as he was affectionately called by his staff—with offices in Southampton, Bridgehampton, Sag Harbor, and East Hampton and revenues approaching $100 million. His empire had grown even larger that morning when he closed a deal to acquire a fifth office, in Amagansett. The new office, plus the imposing Allan M. Schneider Agency headquarters he was erecting along the highway in Bridgehampton, would seal his domination in the Hamptons real estate market.


Shortly after signing the papers at the lawyer’s office, Schneider started to drink—first with celebratory champagne, then a three-martini lunch at Gordon’s restaurant—and he hadn’t really quit since. Earlier in the day he had called his secretary, Rochelle Rosenberg, who gave him his messages and said, “I’ll see you on Monday, Allan.”


Allan answered playfully, “Maybe you will, maybe you won’t.”


The Cotters, one of the many local families with whom Schneider was close, had invited him over for a steak dinner to mark the occasion and, they hoped, sober him up. It was Schneider’s hallmark that he was friendly not only with the wealthy Summer Colony but with the hoi polloi, the farmers and tradesmen who were the “real people” of the town. He had met Cotter soon after arriving in the Hamptons in 1968, when the lieutenant had pulled him over on Montauk Highway for a traffic infraction. Allan stunned the policeman by inviting him home for a drink. Cotter indignantly declined, but over the years Allan became a good friend to Cotter and his wife, Carol Lynn. When Cotter retired from the force, Schneider invited him to sell real estate for the firm, where he became a valued employee.


That December night at Cotter’s house, Allan was cutting pieces of steak and shoving them into his mouth, several at a time, chewing and talking, very drunk and red in the face, when a chunk of meat got caught in his throat and he couldn’t swallow or speak. Cotter, who was trained in the Heimlich maneuver, calmly walked around behind Schneider’s chair and pulled the short, corpulent real estate broker to his feet. Then he clasped his hands around Schneider’s girth and with a mighty tug pulled upward. The steak dislodged with dramatic force, shooting ten feet across the room. Schneider gasped for air and sank into his chair, his blue blazer and starched white shirt askew. He loosened the striped rep Princeton tie at his neck and looked ashamed.


“I’m so embarrassed,” he said, uncharacteristically meek. He managed a wan smile to his dinner companions, showing small, ivory-colored teeth. “I’m so sorry,” he repeated, looking blankly at the table in front of him. For a moment there wasn’t a sound in the room. Then Allan pitched over to the side and hit the floor with such a thud, the walls shook.
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ALLAN SCHNEIDER was a balding man with a cherubic face and the aristocratic bearing of an Edwardian lord. Princeton-educated, of good Protestant and German stock, a member of the Vanderbilt Club, he had his name and social credentials listed every year in the Blue Book, a privately published social register sold under the counter at Book Hampton to “our crowd.” He owned a historical mansion in East Hampton, a cooperative apartment at Forty Central Park South in Manhattan, and an eight-bedroom retreat at Dark Harbor, Maine, one of New England’s most exclusive resorts. He was also a trustee of the East Hampton Historical Society and a member of the board of directors of Guild Hall. He wore, proudly, his family crest on his pinkie ring, on the breast pocket of his dinner jacket, and on the vamp of his black velvet evening pumps.


Like all brilliant salesmen, he was charismatic, an engaging conversationalist who enjoyed meeting people. Nevertheless, there was something in his small, deep-set eyes that was coolly assessing. He was a keen judge, of value and of character. His “reading” of people, as he would put it, was his greatest gift in the real estate business. “I understand people,” he was fond of saying. “I know what people want. I know about people.” About rich people especially. He was fascinated by the wealthy, by who they were and what they liked and how they lived. He loved elegance and possessions; most of all, he loved houses.


You could see it in the way he showed houses to his clients, in the relish he took in the home’s location or in some obscure architectural detail, like the “scuttlehole” trapdoor in the roof through which the occupants scurried to put out chimney fires. He knew everything about houses, from how foundations were poured to the way ceramic roof tiles were baked. He didn’t just know who McKim, Mead and White were, he knew which of their houses had historical importance and which were considered, in his words, “trash.” He also knew the modern masters personally—Gwathmey, Futterman, and Jaffe. Late at night, over an Armagnac, he talked wistfully about parcels of land and great beach cottages like an aging lothario recalling lost passions.


His love of business, mixed with a quick mind and a charming but superior attitude, gave him the golden touch in Hamptons real estate. For more than twenty years he ruled the market, becoming famous for listing the choicest homes with the most exclusive clientele. Schneider’s firm made some of the flashiest sales in the history of Hamptons real estate. It was the driving force behind the sale of the $6 million acreage for the new Atlantic Golf Club and was the agency that sold Calvin Klein his house for $6 million. His firm twice handled the sale of Toad Hall, the soaring glass-and-steel Charles Gwathmey—designed structure with a two-story greenhouse on Further Lane in East Hampton: once when Texas art collector Francois de Menil sold the house to Seagram scion Edgar Bronfman Jr. for $7.5 million, and a second time when Bronfman sold the house to art dealer Larry Gagosian for $8.5 million.


Schneider had the authority to pull off some breathtaking deals. “When I started asking people who was the best,” said Mickey Schulhof, then vice-chairman of Sony in America, who was shopping for a house, “his name was at the top of everyone’s list.” One day Schulhof and his wife, Paola, were being driven by Schneider to see a house for sale on Further Lane when on the way they passed an old French mansard house of white brick on Egypt Lane, near the ocean. Schulhof pointed out the house and said, “That’s exactly the kind of house I want.” Allan remembered that the house had only recently been sold, and he picked up his car phone and called the new owners on the spot. “Look,” he said, “I know you just moved in, but if you sell my client the house, I’ll sell you something else you’ll like better, and you’ll make several hundred thousand dollars’ profit.” Twenty minutes later Schulhof had his house and Schneider had a six-figure commission.


It was also Schneider’s agency that sold the house that nearly bankrupted the entire town of Southampton, Barry Trupin’s hideous Dragon’s Head, for $2.3 million, a feat they said couldn’t be done for half that amount. Despite the legend that it was Truman Capote who convinced CBS chairman William Paley to buy twenty-five acres of oceanfront land on Peters Pond Lane as a gift for the Nature Conservancy, it was actually Schneider who came up with the idea. Years later Paley’s estate sold the property instead of bequeathing it as a gift. And when Jackie Onassis’s sister, Princess Lee Radziwill, married the film director Herb Ross, and the pair decided to leave Southampton for the artier, more show-biz East Hampton, they turned to Allan Schneider. He not only sold the Rosses an oceanfront “cottage” on Highway Behind the Pond for $6.2 million but flipped Radziwill’s old Southampton house to magazine publisher Frances Lear for $2.5 million.


Perhaps Schneider’s greatest pride and joy was West End Road, his “street of dreams” in East Hampton. He took great pleasure in driving important clients to this narrow street in his gray Mercedes sedan and boasting, “I sold every house on this road at least one time.” The road is less than a mile in length and is perhaps the most exclusive strip of property in the Hamptons. It is unusual not only because it is a dead end but because it funnels into a narrow promontory that separates the ocean from Georgica Pond. The houses on the south side of the street stand high above the dunes in fields of saw grass. Those across the road have an unparalleled view of the shimmering, halcyon Georgica Cove to the north, its far shore dotted with sprawling mansions and timbered boathouses.


“They used to call this the ‘Trippe Strip,’” Schneider explained, a hint of a British accent sometimes seeping into his voice, “because the ‘anchor’ of the twenty or so houses on this road used to be the one owned by Juan Trippe, the founder of Pan American Airlines and a president of the Maidstone Club. Calvin Klein is in there now, and it’s no longer the anchor. I guess you could say the first one on the right that I sold to the director Steven Spielberg is the anchor.”


Schneider was gesturing to an unprepossessing white gate wide enough for only one car to squeeze by. A small placard stuck in the ground said, QUELLE BARN. Tall bushes hid from view anything other than a dark gravel drive. “It doesn’t look like much from the outside,” Schneider said, “but it’s the only house in the Hamptons that was ever guarded by a crack team of retired Mossad, the Israeli secret service.”


Without a doubt, not only is Spielberg’s house the most important on the block, but the film director is probably the jewel in the crown of the Hamptons’ hierarchy of celebrity. In the Hamptons there is ne plus ultra than Spielberg and his wife, “Katie,” actress Kate Capshaw. He is a reluctant potentate, in residence only during the summer months and even then rarely seen in public. In fact, he is loathe to have his presence in the Hamptons publicized at all (even though he has twice invited the cameras of Architectural Digest beyond his gate and protective shrubbery), seeing the place as a sacred refuge.


The Spielbergs live in pristine white buildings of classic geometric shapes—one, a massive square barn attached to a huge circular silo; another, a long, low rectangle—all sheathed in rows of cedar shingles stained milky gray. At the highest point of the main building is a weather vane in the silhouette of a Tyrannosaurus rex, a homage not only to Jurassic Park but to Spielberg’s abiding interest in dinosaurs. The guest house has a spine of glass skylights and three separate master bedroom suites. Since this is a child-friendly estate, each suite has its own adjoining dormitory room, designed in a ship’s-captain theme, furnished with four built-in bunk beds. The artifacts of family life are everywhere: games and toys, easels and paints, musical instruments and myriad computers or state-of-the-art electronic equipment. A giant-sized TV screen disappears out of sight into the floor of the guest barn at the push of a button, so as not to detract from the beautiful views. On the walls are pieces of expensive American folk art or framed drawings and paintings by the Spielbergs’ favorite artists—their children and their children’s friends, making up an art gallery that is changed and edited with the care of the Metropolitan Museum of Art. Although the main building was originally decorated by Steve Ross’s widow, Courtney, the newer buildings were decorated in similar Arts and Crafts style by Naomi Leff, a Manhattan decorator who also did the Spielbergs’ Los Angeles home.


Steven Spielberg is a California boy who came to visit the Hamptons for the first time one summer twenty years ago to see his best friend and mentor, Steve Ross, the man who melded Time Inc. with Warner Communications Inc. into the largest media empire of the time. Ross lived for years on West End Road and practically insisted that Spielberg be his next-door neighbor. It wasn’t hard; Spielberg paid one visit to the Hamptons and, like so many before him, caught Hamptons land lust. In 1983 Ross was tipped off by Allan Schneider that the widow who owned the three-acre property next door was thinking about selling, and one weekend when Spielberg was visiting, the two friends walked over and rang the woman’s doorbell. They introduced themselves (“This man is Steven Spielberg,” Ross is reported to have said to the startled lady) and told the woman that if she wanted to sell her house, Mr. Spielberg would be happy to buy it. “Within a week,” Allan Schneider said, “they had a deal for one point two five million dollars—a steal.” Spielberg reportedly didn’t even lay out the money. Ross negotiated the price for him, Warner Communications fronted the money, and Spielberg reimbursed the company later.


While Gwathmey was busy renovating the barn, Spielberg was too busy to come out to the Hamptons and check on the progress, so Ross would sneak next door every week or so, check it out himself, and then call up Spielberg. “Don’t tell Gwathmey I told you this,” he would say, “but I think the windows are too small.” The next thing Ross and Spielberg did together was to secure as much abutting property as they could get their hands on. Word spread among the neighbors that if they wanted to sell, Ross and Spielberg were collecting property like a moat. They even bought a huge chunk of farmland clear across Georgica Cove so nobody would build an ugly house in the distance and block their sunset.


Just across from Quelle Barn, through a time warp 100 years into the past, stands a primly painted white and blue-gray Gothic mansion with a small portico and an exquisite English garden. This is the mist-shrouded Grey Gardens, now the home of former Washington Post editor Ben Bradlee and his wife, writer Sally Quinn. The house gained infamy years before when it was the home of Edith Bouvier Beale, the paternal aunt of Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis, and her daughter, Edie. “Big Edie” and “Little Edie,” as they were known, could have had a life as promising as the rest of their family, but Mr. Beale died young and left them to live in the big house by the ocean. By the mid-seventies, the two women had become charmingly eccentric. By then a spinsterish sixty, Little Edie wore Jackie’s designer hand-me-downs—upside down; she was several sizes larger than her svelte cousin and had to wear the skirts with the Chanel hemlines bunched around her waist. Big Edie never left her bed on the second floor, which was littered with garbage, and the two women lived in the house with twenty-eight cats, no litter box, and a raccoon that was fed a steady diet of white bread.


The house had been built by Mrs. Stanhope Phillips in 1908 and later was occupied by Anna Gilman Hill, an internationally famous horticulturist who built the high concrete walls surrounding the gardens, to break the ocean wind. Within this courtyard she planted all pale flowers, gentle blues and grays that played against the frequent mists and gave the house its melancholy name. Under the Beales’ neglect, the gardens had become a tick-infested thicket of vines and brambles, in the midst of which stood the rusted carcass of a 1937 Cadillac that once belonged to Mr. Beale and had great sentimental value to Little Edie.


The town hated the eyesore at Grey Gardens and when an oil burner repairman tipped off the fire safety officials that the burner was unsafe, the town seized on the opportunity to decide it wasn’t humane to allow these eccentrics to live not only in filth but with a dangerous oil heater, and one October day the East Hampton police, the Suffolk County Health Department, and the ASPCA raided the house with a search warrant. They burst in with a photographer and reporter in tow and took pictures of what they called “evidence,” including mounds of raccoon excrement. Mrs. Beale, thinking she was being robbed by stickup men, became hysterical as she was photographed in her bed. “It was a raid,” Little Edie complained to the local paper, calling it the work of a “mean, nasty Republican town.” She said her mother thought it was the “most disgusting, atrocious thing ever to happen in America.”


The plight of the clueless mother and daughter became a national cause célèbre and eventually the subject of a fascinating film by Albert and David Maysles, called Grey Gardens. The attention motivated Jacqueline Onassis and a few other embarrassed relatives to cough up enough money to make the house habitable for the Beales. When Big Edie died in 1985, Little Edie finally decided to sell the place, and Allan Schneider was enlisted to find a buyer.


“It didn’t take me long,” he said, “because the house was a gem, really. The Bradlees bought it for the bargain price of eight hundred and forty thousand dollars.” The day Bradlee bought the estate, he discovered that the legend of Grey Gardens was so great that the front door had been stolen off its hinges. It turned out that an overzealous fund-raiser for Guild Hall, the local East Hampton cultural center, had used the door as raffle prize. The woman who won it was disturbed to learn that it had been stolen and refused to claim her prize. Bradlee only discovered what happened to his front door from reading an account in the New York Times. Unfortunately for him, a more troubling legacy than the house’s notoriety was the stench of cat urine that had soaked into the wood of the house, forcing him to rip out a portion of the floors and walls in the east end in an attempt to get rid of the odor.


As Schneider drove farther down West End Road, the gravel top narrowed protectively and the hedgerows grew higher for privacy. The houses could be glimpsed only in the brief hiatus of a driveway, if at all. “That’s Iona Dune, the writer Ring Lardner’s old house,” he said, “which was a play on another house called Ona Dune. One year as a joke Lardner renamed his house The Mange. Next door is the house built by his pal Grantland Rice, the prince of sportswriters in the nineteen twenties. And that’s Michael Cimino’s house. Four acres. He might have bought it in part with his fee for making one of the great flop movies of all time, Heaven’s Gate.” Cimino wanted to call the house Heaven’s Gate as well, but that name was usurped by television journalist Judy Licht and her advertising-executive husband, Jerry Della Femina, for their own oceanfront home. Cimino sent Della Femina and Licht a letter demanding that they cease and desist using the name Heaven’s Gate, to which the couple pointed out that Cimino didn’t invent the expression; it was from the Old Testament. The Della Feminas stuck with the name.


Farther along, hidden up a curving drive, was the former Juan Trippe estate, which was the subject of a court battle between the Trippe heirs, who wanted to divide the eight and a half acres into smaller parcels, and their next-door neighbor, Cox Communications heiress Katherine Johnson Rayner. The grown Trippe children hadn’t occupied the 8,000-square-foot estate since matriarch Elizabeth Stettinius Trippe died in 1983. They wanted to divide the property into four buildable plots and applied for a zoning board variance, which would have raised the value of the property from $6 million to $8 million. The estate was still intact when Calvin Klein and his wife, Kelly, came along to rescue it.


“I sold this to Calvin and Kelly Klein in 1991,” said Allan. Klein leveled the main building and, with the design talent of Thierry Despont, had it rebuilt into an airy palace, a paean to one of his own commercials. Other than the stained dark floors, made of antique wood planks brought from a Vermont barn, everything in the house is white or muted shades of sand and gray, including sheer white drapes on every window that billow like spinnakers in the ocean breeze. In perhaps the most unusual move of any homeowner in the Hamptons, Klein filled in the large terraced swimming pool behind the house (because he said it distracted him from the vista of the dunes, ocean, and horizon) and had it sodded over. As a final touch the dunes were hand-planted with 7,000 blades of saw grass and 4,000 square feet of pine trees, to make them look as perfect as a fragrance ad. Total cost, purchase and renovation: $10 million.


Finally, Schneider came to the last on the road, perhaps the most privileged tract of land in all the Hamptons. “It is the only house in the Hamptons from which you can see both the Atlantic and Georgica Pond in one sweeping gaze,” he said reverently. The huge barnlike structure was a wedding gift from Ann Cox Chambers, the daughter of the 1920 Democratic presidential candidate, James Cox, to her daughter Katherine on the occasion of her marriage to former Condé Nast publishing executive William Rayner. Mrs. Cox paid approximately $4 million for the house, buying the adjacent wetlands for an additional $3 million. With views so extraordinary, the Rayners have kept the inside of the house strikingly simple. The southern side of the living room is all sliding doors of wood and glass, an impractical touch because the damp continually warps the wood. The rooms were decorated by society designer Mark Hampton, the bleached-blond floors covered with sisal carpets and the furniture upholstered in Hamptons signature khaki-and-white stripes. Although Mrs. Rayner had a small second story added to the house, there are still only six bedrooms. Mrs. Rayner prefers a more formal country lifestyle than many, and there’s a ritual time for breakfast, lunch, tea, massage, and cocktails.


Schneider always ended his tour not on West End Road but on Main Street in the village of East Hampton, pulling his Mercedes beyond the white picket fence of his own home, one of the most charming and distinguished houses in all the Hamptons. “This is the Summer White House,” Allan explained, his head tilting back. “‘Tyler House,’ we call it, the former summer residence of John Tyler, the tenth president of the United States. 1836 Greek Revival.” Situated on a rise across the road from the manicured town green and pond, the immaculately kept four-bedroom house had deep green shutters; a low, overhung porch; and an American flag fluttering outside the side door.


The house was furnished with a museum-quality collection of antiques—Chippendale cupboards and lowboys, a $45,000 Empire dining room table, a $40,000 George III linen press and bar, and hundreds of nineteenth-and twentieth-century hunting prints. Hunting scenes were everywhere in the house, from the embroidered place settings on the dining room table to the rim of the teacups. The scent of lilies, overflowing from tall Chinese vases, mixed with the clean smell of furniture polish filled the air. In the plush master bedroom on the second floor, Allan slept in a Federal four-poster bed worth $20,000.


Even in the highly social world of the Hamptons, an invitation to one of Schneider’s elegant parties was a coveted ticket. At one time or another the gamut of the inner Hamptons’ hierarchy, what Schneider called the “local noblesse,” was invited to a party at Tyler House, to mingle with visiting notables such as Donald Trump or Governor Mario Cuomo. Schneider gave parties nearly every week in the summer, strawberries and champagne for as many as 100 people. Other times he would give intime dinner parties for eight, after which he would play piano in the living room and challenge his guests to Name That Tune.


Christmas was Allan’s favorite time to entertain, and under his direction the house took on a storybook quality. The florist literally decked the halls and mantels of Tyler House with holly, there were wreaths and candles in every window, and the pine trees on the front lawn were roped with blue lights. On Christmas Eve, near midnight, Schneider and a small group of close friends would bundle up in their coats and hats and mufflers and step out onto Main Street of “the most beautiful village in America,” according to one register of historic landmarks. The group would wend its way past the serene pond with the Christmas tree frozen in place, along a path by the textured tombstones of the South End Burying Ground, where the town fathers were laid to rest, and into the brick-and-mortar sanctuary of Saint Luke’s Church. Later, a little teary-eyed and sentimental, Allan Schneider took communion at midnight mass.


One night, after one of the many parties, when the staff was in the kitchen cleaning up and Allan was seeing a last guest to the door, the man turned to him and said, “Allan, your house is beautiful. Picture perfect! The only problem is, there’s nobody sharing it with you.”


Allan looked flustered. “Yes there is,” he said, and shut the door.
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IN 1969, when Allan Schneider arrived on the East End of Long Island, as the fin-shaped piece of land is sometimes called east of the Shinnecock Canal, the Hamptons were on the brink of enormous change. Until then the only phone book the Summer Colony needed was the Blue Book, and when you picked up a phone to make a call, it was still possible that a local operator would ask with a brisk Yankee twang, “Number please?”


Until then, the string of villages and hamlets that collectively compose “the Hamptons”—Southampton, Water Mill, Bridgehampton, Sagaponack, Wainscott, and East Hampton—was home to only 27,000 year-round residents and some 6 million ducks (originally imported from Peking). But in 1951 a tiny airport was developed in East Hampton and in the late sixties a roadway from the Long Island Expressway was extended to Route 27, challenging what had kept the Hamptons safe for two centuries—its remoteness. Also, the prosperity of the postwar economy afforded upper-middle-class families vacation homes for the first time. These newcomers to the Hamptons, although wealthy by any normal standard, weren’t rich enough to build the kind of grand summer “cottages” (they were always called cottages, no matter how big they were) that lined the grassy dunes of Gin and Lily Pond Lanes. Instead, they built fashionably low-key “second homes,” as they came to be called. So great was the influx that between 1950 and 1960, the population of East Hampton alone grew by 68.3 percent and three out of every four new homes built were for “summer people.” The migration of these common millionaires—many of them self-made in the manufacturing or retail business—was so distressing to Hamptons society that the determinedly protective local newspaper of record, the East Hampton Star, which for nearly fifty years had run a column called the “Summer Colony,” officially declared 1969 as “the end of the Summer Colony” and did away with the heading in the paper.


The seventies were chaotic for the staid Hamptons. There was even a jingle about the neatly discernible lines that had divided them until then: Southampton was for the sporting rich (inherited wealth); Bridgehampton for the nearly rich (working on it); and East Hampton for the really rich (a meritocracy of the self-made). In each community the Summer Colony denizens knew one another, their children went to private boarding schools together or to summer camp in Maine, they all belonged to the same clubs: in Southampton, the Meadow for tennis, the Southampton Bathing for the beach, and the Shinnecock or the National for golf and in East Hampton, the Maidstone Club, of course, for everything.


At the same time the new wave was arriving, the Blue Book hegemony that made the Hamptons famous was breaking down—the du Ponts, Fords, Bouviers, Vanderbilts, Auchinclosses, Hearsts, Mellons, and Murrays were dying off or moving out. The cost of keeping up the rambling, unheated cottages became exorbitant, especially for the diluted resources of the grandchildren of the families who built them before there was such a thing as income tax. Thus, the legendary estates of the Hamptons began to be sold off one by one. One of the first to go, in 1949, in East Hampton, was “The Fens,” a twenty-five-acre estate owned by Mrs. Lorenzo E. Woodhouse, a pillar of society and a member of the Maidstone Club, whose husband had been president of the Merchant National Bank of Burlington, Vermont. The formal, Italianate gardens were famous for their boxwood topiaries of birds and animals in trellis-enclosed compartments, and the Summer Colony was stunned when the hedges were mowed down, the land parceled off into lots, and the outbuildings sold off as individual homes. A few years later, when ranch houses were built along Three Mile Harbor, it seemed as if the end had come. “The implications,” moaned the East Hampton Star, “are staggering.”


When Allan Schneider first came to the East End, he didn’t need a crystal ball to see what was happening. After being brought up in Brooklyn Heights and graduating from Princeton, he spent most of his life in New York City, visiting the Hamptons on summer weekends. He did the debutante circuit and dated his fair share; he had conquests from Dallas to Philadelphia’s Main Line. After a brief stint writing advertising copy on Madison Avenue, he went on to public relations, for Mattel, where, he always joked, his greatest success was the promotion of a little red truck.


In 1969 he abruptly moved to the Hamptons. He was fed up with Manhattan, the crime and the dirt. He told his brokers that he came out for a party one Saturday afternoon, intending to drive back to New York the same night, but his beat-up old Mercedes died on him and he was forced to stay over. He spent the next day in Southampton, found it difficult to tear himself away, and stayed another night; finally on Monday morning he had to force himself to return to Manhattan. Allan had succumbed to Hampton’s land lust—that inexorable gnawing desire to own a piece of the landscape—which has been bewitching visitors for centuries. By 1970 he had ditched his New York life and invented a new one in the Hamptons.


His first job was selling real estate for a small firm called the Carolyn Rose Agency in Water Mill. Schneider was a natural at the job, so proud of the first house he sold on the corner of Maple and Lumber Lanes that he framed a black-and-white photo of it and hung it on a wall in his office for the rest of his life. As he began to assess what was happening in the real estate market, he was surprised to find the local real estate business so frozen in time. In the early seventies there were only half a dozen or so brokers operating in all the Hamptons, about the same number there had been for twenty years. They were mostly mom-and-pop operations, ancillary businesses of insurance brokerages, with scratched oak desks, green metal filing cabinets, a yellowing assessor’s map, and a fern shedding in the corner. Many of the salespeople were retirees, housewives, or widows, frequently tough old Yankee women in slacks and cardigans. There was no financing advice and not much of a sales pitch.


The only money to be made was through sales to the rich Summer Colony crowd, but the rich bought from only two brokers, Lyda Barclay, in Southampton, a charming Southern lady who had the touch, and Mrs. Condie “Boots” Lamb in East Hampton, who bought artist Thomas Moran’s historic house and was a member of the Maidstone Club, which meant that she was on the inside. Being on the inside in the Hamptons was what it was all about, Allan decided. He joked that he was “our man in Havana” in the insular world of Hamptons real estate, a New York—style broker with an inside track in the East End. But Allan also held that the real secret was not knowing just the blue bloods but the workmen who fixed the houses, the farmers who were selling off their land, and the local builders who had their ear to the ground. So while he memorized the names of the Fortune 500 presidents and ingratiated himself over cocktails on Gin Lane, he was also just as chummy with the local police and schoolteachers. He gave cocktail parties in his modest house in Mecox, a farming area around a scenic pond; he lunched; he networked; he frequented local bars—and he loved every minute of it. He kept himself so busy that few people ever stopped to question why he was alone.


It wasn’t so lonely at Bobby Van’s, where Allan went to drink every night. Bobby Van’s, the celebrated Bridgehampton saloon and restaurant, became Schneider’s “real estate central” for much of the seventies and eighties. Bobby Van’s opened the same year Schneider showed up in town. It was a roomy wood-paneled bar and grill on the north side of Main Street. The eponymous owner was a Juilliard School dropout and as good a schmoozer as he was a saloon piano player, the perfect kind of host. In the off-season, when the rest of Bridgehampton was like a ghost town, Bobby Van’s was filled with people at night. The food was cheap and hearty, and the farmers and workmen ate dinner there, as did Truman Capote, who lived nearby in Sagaponack, and James Jones and Kurt Vonnegut and Willie Morris, who wrote an op-ed piece in the New York Times mythologizing Bobby Van’s as an oasis of warmth and country bonhomie in the bleakness of the gray Hamptons winter. Allan Schneider began to spend several nights a week there too, drinking at the bar till the early hours of the morning and chatting up strangers; soon he felt he knew half the town.


It was one night in the winter of 1971, two years after Allan Schneider moved to the Hamptons, that he met Paul Koncelik at Bobby Van’s. Koncelik, twenty-three, an unemployed carpenter, looked little more than a fresh-scrubbed kid, tall and handsome, with wavy brown hair and a roguish grin. He certainly didn’t look old enough to have a wife and a small son and to be struggling to kick-start his own construction company. Schneider had seen him work the bar around Bobby Van’s, quite the ladies’ man. One night Koncelik and Schneider struck up a conversation about an Andy Warhol movie they had both seen called Heat. Schneider remembered all the funny dialogue from the movie—he had a talent for quoting movie dialogue, Broadway lyrics, and poetry—and he and Koncelik downed martinis and talked until nearly closing time.


Paul Koncelik grew up in the Northwest Woods, one of the last undeveloped areas of East Hampton, unfashionably far north of the highway. He was the oldest of ten kids, a gentle man whom his brothers and sisters admired. His father was a teacher at Bridgehampton High School, and several of his siblings were attorneys. Paul was a gifted carpenter, a master at his trade from the time he was a teen, able to build an entire house practically by himself. He just somehow had a hard time holding down a job. Although he was married, he prowled the local bars, priding himself on his charm and good looks. He had known lots of unusual types from the summer crowd, but he had never met anyone as fascinating, and certainly nobody who had ever taken as keen an interest in him, as Allan Schneider. “You are a diamond in the rough,” Schneider would reassure Koncelik. “A diamond in the rough!”


Schneider insinuated himself into the life of Paul Koncelik and his wife, Carol. He took up the young couple like a hobby. He dined with them a couple of times a week at his house in Mecox or took them to dinner at expensive restaurants. He adored their little boy, Jesse, whom he showered with expensive gifts, and was eventually named Jesse’s godfather. When Paul needed money, Schneider gave him work painting and renovating his house; when Paul wanted to build a spec house, Allan loaned him $40,000. Even when the sale fell through and the bank foreclosed, Allan forgave him the loan.


In return, all Schneider seemed to want from Koncelik was companionship. Schneider sometimes discussed his “lady friends,” saying things like “Linda forgot her shoes at my place the other night.” But clearly he doted on Paul, who was constantly cheered by the attention and support. As the years passed, the two drinking buddies and confidantes fell into a deep and abiding friendship.
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RAY WESNOFSKE, the chairman of the board of Bridgehampton National Bank, lives in a French château—style house with a mansard roof, high on a ridge of land overlooking the village of Bridgehampton, a considerable chunk of which he owns. Directly below the house, workers with heavy machinery harvest potatoes from rolling farmland, and in the distance the white spire of the Bridgehampton Presbyterian Church emerges from a dark canopy of autumn leaves. Beyond it all, the Atlantic Ocean shimmers, miragelike, across a pale blue horizon.


Of the many providential moments in Allan Schneider’s life, one of the luckiest was in 1969 when Wesnofske, the scion of the South Fork’s premier farming family, called the Carolyn Rose Agency and by chance got Schneider on the phone. “My father had given me a piece of property,” Wesnofske remembered. “My wife and I decided to sell our old house and build a new one. I called the Carolyn Rose Agency and Allan showed up to look at my house. My wife, Lynn, and I enjoyed him very much. The guy was brilliant. He had a photographic memory and he could remember everything people said. He knew every house in Bridgehampton and not just who every farmer was but the names of his wife and children.”


At one time Ray’s dad, Remi Wesnofske, farmed or leased more than 1,000 acres of South Fork farmland, buying when it was cheap. Now, in Ray’s custody, the land was making the family rich. Ray Wesnofske was no country-bumpkin farmer either; he was a Cornell graduate, an imaginative businessman, and a clever real estate speculator. Many of the other landholders who got rich in the Hamptons housing boom of the past thirty years were from families like Wesnofske’s, the children and grandchildren of Polish and Irish immigrants who owned valuable fields south of Montauk Highway, the fertile, flat farming area closest to the ocean.


Beginning in the mid-1800s, the Hamptons had become the destination of an exodus of Polish and Irish farmers who came to America looking for fertile soil to till. Arriving first in Brooklyn and Queens, they worked their way eastward, to Hicksville, like the Wesnofske family, then to the East End, drawn by the legend of the Bridgehampton loam. The so-called no-fail soil is perhaps one of the most unusual natural blessings of the Hamptons. The result of a glacial moraine rolling over the surface of the East End 6 million years ago, the soil is nearly stone-free and very mineral-rich. This unusual soil is also porous and spongy, with little runoff on the flat terrain, so it holds water like a camel’s hump and needs little irrigation except in dry spells. So plentiful is the groundwater that the entire population of the Hamptons still depends on it for its drinking water.


It was the Poles who began to plant large fields of potatoes, the food of midland Europe, fat and heavy Katahdin, Chippewa, and Cobbler potatoes. Before the Poles, the crops had been mostly fruits and other vegetables. They tilled the land of others, first as hired hands, then by leasing, and finally by buying up tracts. In 1908 there were six Polish families in Southampton; in 1918 there were 331. The Irish farmers were originally servants who bought out the little shanties they lived in and started to farm. By the end of the century, immigrant Polish and Irish farmers owned an estimated 70,000 acres of land.


These farms did well for two generations, until competitive prices from industrial farming and easy refrigerated truck routes from the Midwest changed the economics of the business. World War II hurt the farmers further still, and things got worse as taxes soared in the sixties and seventies and vacant land was taxed at its “highest and best use,” which of course was for real estate development. The farmers’ children had to pay estate taxes on the land when they inherited, a financial time bomb. Rather than burden their heirs with huge taxes they would be unable to pay, the farmers began to sell off half an acre here, an acre there. Years later, working farms were given a tax break if the farmers would forever dedicate the land to agricultural use, rendering it unavailable for resale. The attrition rate of working farms in the East End was dramatic. In 1875 there were 218 farms in East Hampton; in 1935, only 117. By 1940 there were only 55 farms; and in 1966, only 20 in what was once the greatest agricultural resource of New York State.


The Wesnofske family was smarter than most farmers, and they began to farm less and speculate in real estate more. Allan Schneider became Ray Wesnofske’s personal real estate broker, finding him properties and giving him the edge in a fast-moving market. “He’d hear about a property for sale that was a good buy and he’d call me up and say, ‘You must buy this! You must!’” That’s what happened in 1975 when a small two-bedroom farmhouse on Montauk Highway in Bridgehampton, most recently a marble and tile showroom, came up for sale at a good price. “He kept pressuring me into buying it,” Wesnofske said. “‘What am I going to do with that building?’ I asked, and he said, ‘You are going to rent it to me.’” Schneider had rancorously outgrown being an employee at the small Carolyn Rose Agency, where he had become the top earner, and wanted to strike out on his own and keep all the profits. He felt the time was ripe in the Hamptons for a sleek, modern real estate office to open, one that would cater to the nascent upscale market, something that looked and felt chic, not dowdy, something called the Allan M. Schneider Agency. “I don’t think it’s necessary for someone to all of a sudden have a lobotomy when they start dealing in country properties,” Schneider said, “to suddenly put on Oshkosh B’Gosh shoes and sit around a cracker barrel in a sweater with holes.”


Wesnofske bought the building, and Schneider had it painted pristine white, the shutters deep hunter green, the same dark color he chose for the walls of his office, which he decorated with tasteful rows of equally spaced framed Audubon and hunting prints. Out front he hung a shingle on a signpost and parked his Mercedes by the front door. “From the day he opened the door of that first office,” said Wesnofske, “it looked like he already made a million dollars’ profit.” As time went by, Wesnofske noticed that Allan gave the impression that he owned the building, and Wesnofske, who was amused by Schneider’s airs, let it pass. Over the years, Wesnofske became Schneider’s silent partner and closest business ally.


Schneider built his business by creating a brilliant salesforce of local people, “discovered” from other walks of life. He’d meet people, get to know them, and one day unexpectedly ask, “Did you ever think about selling real estate? I think it’s worth talking about.” His first “discovery” was Peggy Griffin, a Bridgehampton housewife who drove a school bus part-time. She also happened to be a Hildreth, one of Southampton’s founding families, and she was trusted and admired by the local farmers with land to sell. Next came Price Topping, from another founding family, one that owned horse farms. Paul Brennan, whom Schneider first met when Brennan was thirteen years old, was the son of an Irish farmer whose father owned one of the largest farms south of the highway in Bridgehampton, ripe for being chopped up and sold. In East Hampton he enticed Charles Bullock, a Maidstone Club member with a house on Lily Pond Lane, into running the East Hampton office, and in Southampton he hired Richard Harris, the retired owner of a shipping line, who provided entry into the Southampton Association estate owners and the Meadow Club. Schneider was a brilliant tutor to his discoveries and nourished his sales staff, referring to them as his “family.”


Perhaps Schneider’s cleverest innovation was to open up multiple offices, one for each village, and cover the Hamptons octopus-like; first in Sag Harbor, then East Hampton, Southampton, soon Amagansett, each office identically outfitted with hunter green shutters, billiard-table green walls, and rows of beautifully framed hunting prints. He opened shop every morning by nine o’clock sharp, always dressed in a starched Oxford shirt, suit and tie, with fox-hunt-motif cuff links and tiepin. Salespeople were expected to dress appropriately as well, and he could not tolerate clutter on desks. “Get rid of those cardboard coffee cups,” he would scream, aghast. He never complained if an employee used the company charge account to order fresh flowers for the office.


Although he was good to his “family” and engendered a loyal staff with long-term relationships, he did not suffer fools gladly and, after one of his famous three-hour lunches, could turn cutting and nasty. “He would hunt you down and dismantle your personality,” one of his brokers said. It was no wonder that when the receptionist in his Bridgehampton office saw his car pulling up in the parking lot, she shouted out, “Here he comes!”


The distinctive green ALLAN M. SCHNEIDER, REAL ESTATE BROKER shingle, with a silhouette of a three-story white farmhouse, began to appear on the front lawns of the finest estates in the Hamptons. It became a status symbol to have the Schneider seal of approval on a home, and he could pick and choose which houses to spend his time marketing. Although a spate of other brokers sprang up out of nowhere, from 1975 on Allan Schneider “owned the Hamptons,” said Robert Keene, Southampton’s official historian. “His name was the magic word.” He reached another milestone in 1981 when he signed an exclusive agreement with Sotheby’s International Realty to represent its interests in the Hamptons, and now a second picture joined the one on the wall of the first little farmhouse that he sold. This one was of Amanda Burden, the daughter of Babe Paley and wife of Carter Burden, alighting from a private helicopter in the field just next to the Allan M. Schneider office in Bridgehampton, clients now literally dropping out of the sky for him.
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IT WAS ALSO IN 1981 that Schneider solved his “empty house” problem. That spring Paul Koncelik arrived at Schneider’s Mecox house, teary-eyed with the news that his wife had asked for a divorce. In the ten years Schneider had been his close friend and supporter, things had not gone well for Koncelik. His drinking had worsened, and for some years he and his wife had lived separate lives—Koncelik on one side of the house, Carol on the other.


“Well, it’s her loss,” Schneider said, consoling Koncelik and fixing him a drink.


“I was very upset about the divorce,” Koncelik remembered of that night, “and Allan knew I was in a low slump. I was very down. I had nowhere to live, and Allan said, ‘Okay, Paul. I’ll rent a little house for you to live in.’ So he rented a little house for me, and I wound up staying there only one night.” The other nights Paul and Allan got very drunk together—Paul would pass out in the guest room. Eventually, “Allan asked me to move in with him because he was fond of me.”


Koncelik knew what he was doing, even as he got entangled in the sterling-silver web of Schneider’s life. He began to feel a little embarrassed by the implication of the situation, as Allan tried to polish his “diamond in the rough.” He bought Paul a Dunhill suit and sent him to real estate school. He gave Paul a car to use—leased to the company—and a gas credit card. He had Koncelik put on the company health plan and made him a signatory on all his local charge accounts, including ones at the grocery, drug store, and liquor store.


When the Mecox house got too small for the two of them, Schneider moved them to a series of rented houses on Further Lane in East Hampton, each one grander than the former, until in 1983 he bought Easterly, a gracious shingled farmhouse at Hither Lane and Cross Highway, just down the road from Brigadoon, the famed estate of Evan Frankel, for $300,000. He spent more than a year and nearly $1 million in improvements before they moved in; while Easterly was being renovated, they traveled to Nantucket and Key West.


They drank more than their share; and inevitably the drunker Paul got, the more he hated himself. Some nights he would stalk off, leaving Schneider shattered, sitting alone in the house. Other occasions the real estate broker would wait for Koncelik to come home for dinner, only to wind up eating alone from a tray in front of the TV set. Allan could swear off the booze for a month or two and get the toxins out of his system, but Paul found it impossible to stop, even for a day—and Allan made it easy for him to continue. He also made it easy for him to come back. After one spat Schneider took him out to the garage, where a green 1953 MG was waiting. “Oh, look what we have here!” Schneider cried in mock surprise and handed Paul the keys—but not the title.


Allan finally admitted to Paul that there had once been someone special in his life, a man he knew from the city named John Phillip Nagel, who was married to a wealthy woman. Nagel, Schneider explained, bought a Georgian-style mansion on the ocean in Wainscott on Schneider’s advice, but the house was in danger of being washed away by storms. Nagel had no insurance against beach erosion, but he did have fire insurance—when the house burned to the ground, he was accused of arson. Nagel was never convicted, but his life was ruined, his marriage was in shambles, and he later killed himself in a hotel room in Baltimore.


Paul Koncelik felt sorry for Schneider. “There was no one closer to him than I was,” Paul said. “He didn’t let anybody else but me inside.” And so, as odd a couple as they were, they made a life together for ten years. “I was there for him when he got off from work to lay his thoughts on me,” Paul explained, “and [to tell him] what I thought about different things, and he’d run things by me, about his business. He would say, ‘Stick with me, Paul, you are going to be a very wealthy man,’”














Dr. Watson


BUY EVERYTHING in sight! Hock your gold teeth!” Allan Schneider told anyone who would listen to him. As the go-go eighties stock market pushed the Dow Jones toward the 2,000 mark for the first time in history, freshly minted millionaires were being pumped out daily. They were the cream of the baby-boomer generation: spoiled young urban professionals—stockbrokers, lawyers, junk-bond kings, financiers, and self-styled corporate raiders. This crop of brash “Masters of the Universe,” as Tom Wolfe called them in Bonfire of the Vanities, was seeking not only second homes but an arena in which to compete socially. For them, the Jersey shore was too bourgeois. Connecticut was hot and buggy. But the fabled beaches of the Hamptons, a society unto itself only two hours from Wall Street, seemed just perfect. To own a home in the blue-blooded Hamptons was to have arrived. And so, pockets stuffed with cash, a generation of arrivistes invaded the East End in numbers never before seen.


Since they couldn’t develop a caste system based on breeding (“Their money is so new, the ink is wet,” Schneider sneered), the newcomers determined status the only way they knew how to—on the basis of possessions. The battle cry of the buyers in the eighties was “south of the highway.” In the Hamptons, property value and social status are defined by location relative to Montauk Highway. Route 27, as it is also known, is a nondescript two-lane blacktop stretching west to east, thirty-seven miles long from the Shinnecock Canal to Montauk Point. It is the jugular vein of the Hamptons, the only road in or out. It cuts a swath through class lines and the hearts of the status-conscious. For the past 350 years, the highway has been the boundary against which all land is valued.


This peculiar arbiter of status was originally the cart path of the Puritan settlers, who also moved their cattle and cows through its mud and over its deep wheel ruts. The road was laid out to be far enough inland from the ravages of the ocean (approximately two or three miles) for it to be protected from nor’easters and hurricanes—and to skirt the chain of ponds and kettle holes. Even when railroad tracks were extended to Montauk in 1894, they paralleled the highway (but were far enough north of it so as not to frighten the horses). The Indians had taken a less inland route and built a log bridge across Sag Pond. The bridge was so significant to the settlers that they even named the area Bridgehampton.


This former cart road has become a major vexation to people in the Hamptons; crowded, dangerous bumper-to-bumper traffic sometimes backs up for miles. Every summer the same tired jokes are told about drivers growing beards while waiting to make a left turn. One year New York magazine infuriated homeowners north of the highway by publishing maps of alternative routes through residential neighborhoods. Only the greenest Hamptonites complain about the traffic, it is said, with renters being the worst, spending all Saturday talking about how long it took them to get there the night before and worrying the whole next day about how long it will take to get back. The prevailing wisdom in the Hamptons is that if you have to work on Fridays in the summer, or be back in the office on Monday morning, you’re not successful enough to live there.


But more than being an inconvenience, the highway is also dangerous. The only hospital is in Southampton, and the constant traffic makes it nearly impossible for ambulances and emergency vehicles to pass. In the sixties a plan was put forward by the state Department of Transportation to build a new, $50 million, four-lane highway about two and a half miles inland of the present one; it would have completely bypassed Southampton, Bridgehampton, and East Hampton, letting out east of Amagansett. An organization called Halt the Highway insisted that bigger and better roads would only bring more traffic, not less, and that easier access would turn the Hamptons into yet another Long Island bedroom community.


“But we’ve already been discovered” was Schneider’s opinion. “We should plan for it.” Yet in 1974, after environmental groups claimed that the runoff from the new highway would adversely affect the natural aquifers (which supply all the drinking water for the Hamptons), the East Hampton town supervisor asked that the highway bypass be struck from the state budget, and the idea was killed forever. Traffic on Montauk Highway in the summer is a deadly bane to daily life in the Hamptons.


But foremost, the highway has remained an important real estate landmark. Over the centuries, as stronger houses were built, storms were no longer reason enough to build homes far inland, and because the land south of the highway was limited—as opposed to the tens of thousands of acres available to the north—this narrow band of property became the most prestigious and desirable, increasing its value tenfold. While north of the highway was mostly wooded, south of the highway boasted the kind of luminous landscapes that made the Hamptons legendary: shingled farmhouses and red barns surrounded by flat fields, swatches of green and toffee-colored farmland interrupted only by a pond just beyond the ocean’s reach.


Some of the stigma about living north of the highway has been diminished, since there are many beautiful waterfront vistas facing Peconic Bay. Still, over the years living south of the highway has acquired a mythical aura. It is reputed that the temperature is always ten degrees cooler in the summer or five degrees warmer in the winter, or that the highway creates an invisible wall over which the humidity will not pass, or that there are fewer bugs. (“Ocean breezes when there is no air a quarter of a mile inshore,” says a turn-of-the-century brochure for a rooming house, “and at this spot, no mosquitoes.”) Indeed, because the land south of Route 27 is closer to the cooling breezes of the Atlantic, the temperatures are lower and the air feels less humid in the summer, and the converse is true in the winter; it actually does snow less south of the highway because of the proximity to the salt air. But most reputed benefits of living south of the highway are pure hogwash; there are not only mosquitoes south of the highway but also flies and ticks, and none more privileged than those to the north.


One’s location relative to the highway—and when one arrived there—is sometimes discernible through one’s telephone prefix. In the mid-eighties, when the phone company used up its ten thousand combinations for the two main telephone exchanges, 283 for Southampton and 324 for East Hampton, it added 287 and 329, respectively. New houses north of the highway were more likely to be assigned 287 and 329. So terrible was this numerical stigma that summer renters turned down houses that had the déclassé exchanges. Brokers were amazed to be told sometimes that the sale of a house was contingent on whether the seller would include the phone number as part of the deal; the phone company reported being offered bribes for the old exchange. One Southampton hostess in a 287 rental printed the 283 number of a secretarial service on the RSVP of her party invitations rather than give her shameful home number. The summer that Calvin Klein rented while his house was being renovated, he put up with phone calls for the previous occupants so as not to lose the house’s 324 exchange. He lucked out when he got a 324 for his house on West End Road, as did Ron Perelman and his then spouse, TV gossipeuse Claudia Cohen, who were fortunate enough to inherit the previous owner’s 324 exchange when they bought a Lily Pond Lane house. “Thank God,” Cohen said drolly. “This means we won’t be socially ostracized.”


Worse than a 287 or a 329 exchange, however, is 288, the prefix for Westhampton Beach, or “Wronghampton,” as it is sometimes called. Snobs like Schneider don’t even consider Westhampton a part of the Hamptons at all, since it is on the western side of the Shinnecock Canal and is basically a modern creation of developers who gave it its “-hampton” name. It is considered a predominately Jewish community (although in reality it is probably no more Jewish than East Hampton is) and also suffers from a dearth of big-name star power (since Bob Fosse died, its most noted resident is Marvin Hamlisch). One summer a Westhampton man accused the Southampton restaurant basilico of anti-Semitism, claiming it refused his reservation because he had a Westhampton exchange. The owners of the restaurant denied it, but the issue was taken seriously enough to be reported in the New York Times.


Allan Schneider played to the weaknesses of the status seekers, and the summer renters were perhaps the most desperate. “Own or rent?” is a typical gambit at a Hamptons cocktail party, and although renters are paying through the nose for the privilege of a temporary residence at the seaside resort, they are dismissed by owners as second-class citizens. (“North or south?” is the next most frequently asked question.) Allan loathed dealing with rentals and turned them over to his salespeople, but he always cautioned, “This year’s renter is next year’s buyer.” Smiling beatifically, he would tell a young couple hoping to rent for $25,000 for the season, “For fifty thousand dollars you get a wonderful house, a divine summer, and lots of new friends between May and September.”


As the stock market continued its upswing, real estate prices began to skyrocket. In 1980 the price of an acre south of the highway jumped from $75,000 to $125,000, and by 1990, $250,000 for an oceanfront acre was not uncommon. A shiny new four-bedroom house on a potato field in Sagaponack, with a heated swimming pool and Har-Tru tennis court, that would have cost a whopping $300,000 in 1978 was commanding at least $800,000 five years later. When a buyer said that he wanted to buy a house for $200,000, Schneider chortled and said, “Forget it. This isn’t Flushing.”


The Wall Street money also ignited the greatest speculative housing explosion on Long Island since Levittown was built at the end of World War II. There just weren’t enough existing mansions for all the hungry new money, so new ones were rushed onto the market by the thousands. The eighties’ real estate boom became the ruination of two of the most beautiful hamlets of the Hamptons, Bridgehampton and Sagaponack. They had been relatively forgotten communities, overlooked in the desire to live in the more fashionable Southampton and East Hampton. But it was Bridgehampton and Sagaponack (which comes from the Indian word meaning “land of the great ground nuts [potatoes])” that had the desirable expanses of potato fields. Within the space of a few years, the sweeping fields began to look as if they had developed a pox. New arrivals used their homes as calling cards, erecting thousands of what they saw as architectural “personal statements.”


The roots of this kind of house can be traced to 1965, when Charles Gwathmey, then a student of architecture without a license, designed for his artist father, Robert Gwathmey, a cedar-clad house of basic geometric shapes in a field in Amagansett. So beautiful was Gwathmey’s house that it won over even the staunchest traditionalists, and it became an icon of the kind of grace a modern house could command on an open field. It also became the kind of house to which every two-bit architect and nouveau riche millionaire aspired. There was only one Gwathmey, but lots of imitators; before long everywhere you looked, there was a modern house being framed up on a potato field—each one a geometrically shaped Bauhaus rip-off. Even with three-acre minimum plot sites, the 10,000-square-foot modern and postmodern houses, pool houses, tennis courts, and swimming pools seemed to abut like status shrines lined row on row. The implications of what the East Hampton Star had called “staggering” twenty years before was now simply disastrous.


Paul Goldberger, architecture critic of the New York Times, described the glut of new homes as “architecture of shrill egotism—whose arrogance says as much about its owner’s aesthetic tastes as about the extent of their responsibilities to the land on which they have settled.” Parsonage Lane in Sagaponack, which ran through the center of large tracts of rich farmland, became so defiled with multimillion-dollar homes as to render the landscape unrecognizable. The Hamptons natives renamed it “Parvenu Lane.” The rest of the hamlet is carved up with pocket communities built on dead-end streets, pretentiously called “closes” and often named after the builder’s granddaughter or niece. One of the most grievous examples of the narcissistic assault on the fields stands on Fairfield Pond Lane, down the road from the house formerly owned by author John Irving and only half a mile from the Sagaponack dunes. A wealthy local man built a house made of corrugated steel. The rippled structure, which looks like the home of the tin woodsman from The Wizard of Oz, is surrounded by a moatlike pool, six feet wide, crossed by a paved footbridge. The house, galvanized and shiny, catches and reflects the brilliant Hamptons sun like a magnifying glass, and is visible for miles around as a burning mirror of light. The hapless couple who owned the property next door were blinded by the tin house at certain times of the day and spent $40,000 on trees and landscaping to cut off the view. But within months it was all dead: The house reflected the sunlight with such ferocity that it scorched the new landscaping to death.
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WITH MULTIPLE OFFICES and a well-trained sales staff of more than seventy employees, the Allan M. Schneider Agency was like a tsunami rolling over the Hamptons real estate market. Schneider worked at it with zest. Bright and early every morning he was in his Bridgehampton office, crisp and sharp no matter how late he had been up or how much he had had to drink the night before. He supervised every deal that went through the company’s many offices via a network of “managers,” often fielding fifty phone calls a day from his salespeople, advising, cajoling, teaching. His mouth watered as he read the county clerk’s transfer of deeds, and he tracked not only the sales of his own offices but those of every other broker. With his remarkable recall, he became a walking resource of every house, vacant lot, and fishing shack for sale on all the East End.


As the money poured in, Schneider began to live in a grand manner. In 1988 he bragged to Manhattan Inc. magazine that he had spent $1 million the previous year supporting his lifestyle, which included maintaining a pied-à-terre with a book-lined library on Central Park South in Manhattan. In a stroke of reverse chic, he also bought a five-bedroom vacation home in the WASP fortress of Dark Harbor, Maine, a house that once belonged to Lee Fencers, the owner of the Marshall Field’s department stores. He began to spend every August in Dark Harbor to get away from the crowds in the Hamptons, and he would flatbed his Mercedes and white MG Roadster up to Maine and ferry his weekend guests, including Paul Koncelik, back and forth on a privately chartered plane.
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