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INTRODUCTION
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The glamorous movie star Rita Hayworth pretending to be petered out from a day of practicing for her role as a model in the 1943 movie Cover Girl. Here she is posing for Life magazine in the Barbizon’s gymnasium with real working models.


Who was the woman who stayed at New York’s famous Barbizon Hotel? She could be from anywhere—just as likely from small-town America as from across the George Washington Bridge—but more often than not she arrived in a yellow Checker cab because she didn’t yet know how to use the New York subway. She had the address on a piece of paper in her hand, and she carefully read it aloud to the taxi driver: “The Barbizon Hotel, 140 East Sixty-Third Street.” But in all likelihood the taxi driver knew where she was going even before she spoke. Perhaps he noticed how she timidly waved down his cab, or how she tightly held on to the handle of her brown suitcase, or how she wore her best clothes, this out-of-town girl newly arrived in Manhattan.


The piece of paper was most probably crumpled by now, or certainly worse for wear, having traveled with her by train, by bus, or even by plane if she was lucky or well-off, or if, like Sylvia Plath and Joan Didion, she was a Mademoiselle magazine contest winner. The rush of excitement when this young woman walked through the front doors of the Barbizon would be impossible to replicate later in life because of what it meant in that moment: she had made her escape from her hometown and all the expectations (or none) that came with it. She had left that all behind, resolutely, often after months of pleading, saving, scrimping, plotting. She was here now, in New York, ready to remake herself, to start an entirely new life. She had taken her fate into her own hands.


Throughout the years, magazine advertisements for the Barbizon Hotel exclaimed: “OH! It’s great to be in NEW YORK … especially when you live at the Barbizon for Women.” The tagline was always the same, reassuring in its tenacity: New York’s Most Exclusive Hotel Residence for Young Women. But magazine pieces also warned of the wolves, those men who roamed New York’s streets on the lookout for pretty, naive young things, and the Barbizon promised both protection and sanctuary. Yet that wasn’t the only reason America’s young women wanted to stay there. Everyone knew the hotel was packed full with aspiring actresses, models, singers, artists, and writers, and some had already gone from aspiring to famous. When Rita Hayworth posed for Life magazine in the hotel’s gymnasium, looking both sexy and impertinent, she was signaling these possibilities.


But first, this new arrival had to get past Mrs. Mae Sibley, the assistant manager and front-desk hawk, who would look her over and ask for references. She had to be presentable (preferably attractive) and with letters attesting to her good and moral character. Mrs. Sibley would quietly mark her as an A, B, or C. A’s were under the age of twenty-eight, B’s were between twenty-eight and thirty-eight, and C’s, well, they were over the hill. More often than not, the girl from out of town with a Sunday school hat and a nervous smile was an A. This initial hurdle was the easy one, however. Once Mrs. Sibley had approved of her, and handed her a key, a room number, and a list of the do’s and don’ts, the new Barbizon resident would take the elevator up to the floor with her room, her new home, where no men were allowed, ever, and contemplate what to do next. The room was a step up for some and a step down for others. But for all the young women at the Barbizon, the narrow bed, dresser, armchair, floor lamp, and small desk in a tiny room with a floral bedspread and matching curtains, represented some sort of liberation. At least at the beginning.
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The Barbizon tells the story of New York’s most famous women’s hotel from its construction in 1927 to its eventual conversion into multimillion-dollar condominiums in 2007. It is at once a history of the singular women who passed through its doors, a history of Manhattan through the twentieth century, and a forgotten story of women’s ambition. The hotel was built in the Roaring Twenties for the flocks of women suddenly coming to New York to work in the dazzling new skyscrapers. They did not want to stay in uncomfortable boarding houses; they wanted what men already had—exclusive “club residences,” residential hotels with weekly rates, daily maid service, and a dining room instead of the burden of a kitchen.


Other women’s hotels sprang up in the 1920s too, but it was the Barbizon that grabbed hold of America’s imagination. It would outlast most of the others, in part because it was associated with young women, and later, in the 1950s, with beautiful, desirable young women. The hotel was strictly women only, with men allowed no farther than the lobby, on weekend nights called “Lovers’ Lane,” as couples hovered in the shadows, embracing behind the foliage of strategically placed potted plants. The reclusive writer J. D. Salinger, while no wolf, hung around the Barbizon coffee shop and pretended to be a Canadian hockey player. Other men became unusually tired and needed to rest up at the very moment when they crossed Lexington Avenue at Sixty-Third Street, and the Barbizon lobby seemed a perfect place for respite. Malachy McCourt, brother of the author of Angela’s Ashes, as well as a handful of other men claimed to have made it up the stairs to the carefully policed bedroom floors; while others tried and failed, dressing up as plumbers and on-call gynecologists, much to the amusement (and wrath) of Mrs. Sibley.


The Barbizon’s residents read like a who’s who: Titanic survivor Molly Brown; actresses Grace Kelly, Tippi Hedren, Liza Minnelli, Ali MacGraw, Candice Bergen, Phylicia Rashad, Jaclyn Smith, and Cybill Shepherd; writers Sylvia Plath, Joan Didion, Diane Johnson, Gael Greene, Ann Beattie, Mona Simpson, and Meg Wolitzer; designer Betsey Johnson; journalists Peggy Noonan and Lynn Sherr; and many more. But before they were household names, they were among the young women arriving at the Barbizon with a suitcase, reference letters, and hope. Some of them had their dreams come true, while many did not. Some returned to their hometowns, while others holed up in their Barbizon rooms and wondered what had gone wrong. Each of them expected her stay to be temporary, a soft landing until she had established herself, given voice to her ambition, her aspirations. But many found themselves still there, year after year. These holdouts would become known to the younger residents as “the Women,” harbingers of what was to come if they did not move on and move out.


In the 1970s, as Manhattan temporarily turned from glitzy to derelict, the Women gathered nightly in the lobby to comment on the younger set, offering them unsolicited advice on the length of their skirts and the wildness of their hair. They had even more to say when, in the 1980s, no longer able to support the original vision of a women-only sanctuary, management opened the hotel to men. But despite their threats to leave, the Women remained. When Manhattan remade itself into a hot property market, and the Barbizon underwent its own last reimagining from hotel to luxury condominium building, the Women got their own refurbished floor, where the remaining few still live, in what is now called Barbizon/63. They have their mailboxes alongside another current resident, British actor and comedian Ricky Gervais.


The Barbizon Hotel for Women, when it opened its doors in 1928, never needed to say it was intended for white, middle- and upper-class young women: the address on the Upper East Side said it, the advertisements depicting a typical resident said it, the required reference letters of a certain kind said it. But in 1956, a student at Temple University, a talented artist and dancer by the name of Barbara Chase, appeared at the Barbizon. She was most likely the first African American to ever stay at the hotel. Her time there was without incident, although she was shielded not only by her good looks and accomplished résumé but also by Mademoiselle magazine. The magazine’s editor-in-chief, Betsy Talbot Blackwell, a force in New York’s publishing world, had brought her to New York for the month of June as one of the winners of the magazine’s prestigious guest editor program. No one was sure if the Barbizon management would let Barbara Chase in. But they did, even if they failed to mention the swimming pool in the basement. Back in the Mademoiselle offices on Madison Avenue, Betsy Talbot Blackwell would usher Barbara out of the room when Southern clients showed up to meet with that year’s young guest editors.


The Barbizon and Mademoiselle magazine were in many ways symbiotic, catering to the same kind of women, being at the forefront of change, often radically so, only to find themselves eventually overtaken by shifting interests and priorities among the very women to whom they catered. It is therefore impossible to tell the story of the Barbizon without also stepping along the corridors of the Mademoiselle offices. In 1944, Betsy Talbot Blackwell had made the decision that the winners of the guest editor program—brought to Manhattan for June to shadow the magazine’s editors by day and to indulge in fancy dinners, sparkling galas, and sophisticated cocktail parties by night—must stay at the Barbizon. The contest attracted the crème de la crème of young college women, and opened the Barbizon doors to the likes of Joan Didion, Meg Wolitzer, and Betsey Johnson. But it was Sylvia Plath, Mademoiselle’s most famous guest editor, who would also bring the greatest notoriety to the hotel. Ten years after her stay there, and shortly before her final, successful suicide attempt, she would disguise the Barbizon as “the Amazon,” spilling out its secrets in her famous novel, The Bell Jar.


The brainy guest editors, Mademoiselle’s contest winners, shared the hotel with students from the iconic Katharine Gibbs Secretarial School, who resided across three floors of the hotel, with their own “house mothers” and curfews and teas. These young women in their white gloves and perfectly perched hats, regulation attire for a Gibbs girl, were synonymous with the new opportunities for the small-town girl who could not act, sing, or dance her way to New York but who sure could type her way out of her hometown and into the glitz and glamour of Madison Avenue. But it was the presence of models, first working for the Powers Agency and then many escaping to the new Ford agency, run by two daring women out of a shoddy brownstone, that solidified the Barbizon’s reputation as a “dollhouse.” Yet behind the walls in which these serial-dating, kitten-heeled glamour women resided, there was also disappointment. Writer Gael Greene returned to the Barbizon two years after her initial stay there as a guest editor alongside Joan Didion, this time to document everyone who wasn’t considered a “doll”: she called the overlooked residents the “Lone Women.” Some were lonely enough to commit suicide: often on Sunday mornings, because as one of the Women noted, Saturday night was date night … or not. And Sunday was sorrow. The Barbizon management, Mrs. Sibley and manager Hugh J. Connor, made sure the suicides were hushed, seldom appearing in the papers. They knew that appearances mattered above all else and it was better to advertise the Barbizon’s most glamorous resident, Grace Kelly, than it was to advertise the forlorn.
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By the time the Barbizon opened its doors to men, the very premise upon which it had been built—that women’s ambitions, however large or small, could best be supported in single-sex residences with daily maid service and no chance of being pushed back into the kitchen because there wasn’t one—seemed outdated. So why do I wish a place like this had existed when I came to New York after graduating from college? And why do women-only spaces, supportive of women’s ambition, keep springing up? Women did not come to the Barbizon to network, but that’s what they did anyway. They helped each other find work, they talked over problems with one another, they applauded each other’s successes and gave solace to those with disappointment and heartbreak. They felt empowered just by being at the Barbizon. Actress Ali MacGraw, a resident in the summer of 1958, recalls cradling her morning coffee in its paper blue-and-white Greek coffee cup, feeling like she was “going somewhere” just by being there.
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The Barbizon Hotel for Women, built in the midst of the Roaring Twenties, opened its doors in 1928 to women pursuing independent lives in Manhattan.


The Barbizon tells a story that, until now, has been heard only in snippets. When I first set out to write about this unique hotel and the remarkable women who passed through its doors, I did not realize others before me had wanted to tell the story of the Barbizon, and then given up. Like them, at first I too hit a wall in my research: there were just too few sources about the hotel. At the New-York Historical Society Archive, where I expected to find a stack of documents, I was handed only a thin folder marked “Barbizon” with nothing more than a few newspaper articles. There are also too few sources about the kind of women who stayed at the Barbizon; the “women in between,” one might say; those who were neither upper-class, letter-writing society women nor union-organizing, working-class women. Of course these archival and historiographical gaps I encountered tell us something: they tell us how the memory of women’s lives is easily forgotten and how the silence can make us believe that women were not fully participating in everyday life throughout the twentieth century.


But they were, very much so, in creative ways and with ambitious plans. I learned this as I slowly began to unravel the Barbizon’s hidden stories—as a historian, an interviewer, an internet sleuth. I located its former residents, now lively, funny, and sharp-minded ladies in their eighties and nineties. I found scrapbooks, letters, photographs. I even discovered an archive in Wyoming. Together they reveal the history of single women of a certain set, of what it meant for them to finally have a room of their own and the air to breathe, without the burden of family and family expectations, in New York, the City of Dreams. The Barbizon Hotel was about the remaking of oneself, and nothing like it had existed before or has since.









CHAPTER ONE


BUILDING THE BARBIZON



The Unsinkable Molly Brown vs. the Flappers
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The Unsinkable Molly Brown in her prime, already a suffragette and activist, but before she would become the Titanic’s most famous survivor and one of the Barbizon’s early residents.









The New Woman arrived in the closing decade of the nineteenth century. She was a woman intent on being more than just a daughter, wife, and mother. She wanted to explore beyond the four walls of her home; she wanted independence; she wanted liberation from everything that weighed her down. She could be seen pedaling down the street in her bloomers and billowing shirtsleeves on the way to somewhere.


The writer Henry James popularized the term “New Woman” when he used it to describe affluent American female expatriates in Europe living their lives independently of the restrictions back home. But the term gained traction: being a New Woman meant taking control of one’s life.


First there was the Gibson girl, a sort of little sister of the New Woman; upper-middle-class, with flowing hair, voluptuous in all the right places, but cinched in at the waist with a swan-bill corset that had her leaning in, as if she were perpetually in motion, intent on moving forward. Then came World War I, the women’s vote, the Roaring Twenties, and the Gibson girl gave way to a wilder version of herself, the flapper. This little sister dumped the corset, drank, smoked, flirted, and worse. She was all giggles and verve and too much exposed ankle. But the flapper made it clear to anyone willing to listen—or not—that the New Woman had been democratized. To defy traditional expectations was no longer the purview only of those who could afford it. Women, all women, were venturing out into the world now. The war and women’s suffrage had poked holes in earlier arguments for why women needed to stay home. The time had come for the world to adjust. It was in this spirit that the Barbizon Club-Residence for Women was built in 1927.


The Unsinkable Molly Brown, made famous for surviving the Titanic, was among the Barbizon’s first residents. The woman who had mustered up the courage to row-row-row, when the men did not, sat at her small desk in her Barbizon room, pen in hand. It was 1931, and Molly Brown (whose real name was Margaret Tobin Brown) was now a sixty-three-year-old former beauty, overweight, a little rough around the edges, her eccentric and flamboyant fashion sense looking gently comical. But Molly Brown could not care less; she still carried the confidence of a first-generation New Woman, and she knew that no matter what anyone said, she had planted her flag firmly in this new century.


She paused her letter to her friend in Denver and looked out the window of the Barbizon at the bleak February sky. It reminded her of the sky the night the Titanic began to list to the side, far faster than she would have thought possible. That was back in 1912, two years before the First World War, another era altogether now it seemed, when Molly Brown had joined her friends, the famous Astors, on a trip through Egypt and North Africa. Her daughter, a student at the Sorbonne in Paris, met her in Cairo, and together they posed in heavy Edwardian dresses for the must-have souvenir photograph sitting on top of two camels, with the Sphinx and the pyramids looming behind them. Molly returned with her daughter to Paris, but when news arrived that her grandson had fallen ill back home, she quickly booked a cabin on the same ship as the Astors. It was called the Titanic.


It was only the sixth night on board. She had had a nice dinner and was lying comfortably in her first-class cabin, reading, when she heard a crash. She was knocked out of bed, but being a seasoned traveler, she thought little of it even as she noticed the engines had stopped. It was not until James McGough, a Gimbels department store buyer from Philadelphia, ghoulishly appeared at her window, waving his arms and shouting, “Get your life preserver!” that she layered on clothes and headed out. Despite his alarm, up on deck Molly confronted a wide-eyed reluctance to board the lifeboats. She tried to cajole her fellow female first-class passengers onto them until she herself was unceremoniously tossed down into one by the Titanic’s crew. As the lifeboat pulled away, she heard gunshots; it was officers shooting at people on the lower decks who were desperate to jump into the boats reserved for the rich and now launching into the water half-empty.


In the dark, as lifeboat six bobbed in the water, Molly watched in horror. Those around her were crying out for loved ones still on board as water engulfed the Titanic until it was entirely gone, vanished, swallowed up whole. Screams rang out even as everything else had gone silent. It was night, the sea was pitch-black, and the utter incompetence of the two gentlemen on lifeboat six made their hopelessness all the more vivid. Molly Brown, disgusted, took over. She directed the rowing and the will to live, peeling off layers of clothing to give to those who had been less quick-witted. Around dawn, the lifeboat was picked up by the Carpathia, and by the time she and her fellow survivors had pulled into New York Harbor some days later, Molly, ever the activist, had established the Survivor’s Committee, become its chairwoman, and raised $10,000 for its destitute. She wired her Denver attorney: “Water was fine and swimming good. Neptune was exceedingly kind to me and I am now high and dry.” Neptune had been less kind to her friend John Jacob Astor IV; the richest man on board the Titanic was among the dead.


It was almost twenty years later when the Unsinkable Molly Brown took a room at the Barbizon, and the world looked very different despite that same night sky. World War I had been the catalyst for so much change, but for Molly personally, her separation from her husband, J. J. Brown, had been just as significant. They had parted ways: he a womanizer and she an activist. She was a feminist, a child-protection advocate, and a unionizer before it was fashionable to be any of those things. J.J. was a rags-to-riches gold-mining millionaire of Irish descent, and together he and Molly had stepped out of their shared poverty into great wealth, finding a place in Denver’s high society. After their separation, and then J.J.’s death in 1922, which left the family with no will and instead five years of disputation, both Denver’s society circles and Molly’s children turned their backs on her. But this merely stoked her earlier dreams for a life on the stage. Enamored of the legendary French actress Sarah Bernhardt, Molly Brown moved to Paris to study acting, performing in The Merchant of Venice and Antony and Cleopatra. She had both wit and spirit, the kind that could be appreciated there, even in a woman of sixty, and she was soon dubbed the “uncrowned queen of smart Paris.”


However exaggerated the Molly Brown mythology became, her gumption was real. She once wrote of herself: “I am a daughter of adventure. This means I never experience a dull moment and must be prepared for any eventuality. I never know when I may go up in an airplane and come down with a crash, or go motoring and climb a pole, or go off for a walk in the twilight and return all mussed up in an ambulance. That’s my arc, as the astrologers would say. It’s a good one, too, for a person who would rather make a snap-out than a fade-out of life.” Molly Brown was no flapper, far from it, even as her adventurism might have made her one had she been younger. But she was not younger, and she harbored an antipathy toward the flappers, these young women of the Jazz Age who seemed to define themselves by one single hard-won victory that Molly Brown and her generation had worked hard to achieve: sexual liberation. Even so, it was here, at the Barbizon Club-Residence for Women, where Molly Brown decided to stay when she returned to New York from Paris—sharing space with the young women of whom she publicly disapproved but whose core spirit she might well have understood. She chose to stay here because, like them, she wanted to test out different versions of herself, and the Barbizon was the place to do that.
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A 1927 street view of the Barbizon, just as its construction was nearing completion.


Molly was delighted with her accommodations. She sent the Barbizon brochure to her Denver friend, marked up and defaced to explain her new life in New York. There is even a radio in every room!, she wrote. Here, circled in thick black ink, was the northwest turret with a bricked-in terrace, looking down onto the corner of Lexington Avenue and Sixty-Third Street. Inside was her suite, one of the best rooms to be had, but even so it was modest, much like the hotel’s regular rooms, which featured a narrow single bed, small desk, a chest of drawers, and a pint-size armchair. One could open and close the door while lying in bed, and you barely had to get up to put something away in the dresser. Humble as it might be, she wrote to her friend that she used her room as her “workshop,” “piled high to the ceiling with things.”


She circled another Gothic window even farther up, on the nineteenth floor, in the Barbizon’s Rapunzel-like tower filled with studios for its budding artists: in this soundproofed room with soaring ceilings Molly sang her arias, practicing for hours. The recital room, she noted, was where the resident artists and artists-to-be gave their concerts. The hotel’s Italianate lobby and mezzanine were where she played cards with friends. The oak-paneled library accommodated her book club meetings. (She most likely participated in meetings of the Pegasus Group, a literary cooperative that gathered at the Barbizon “to encourage the expression of mental achievements by offering authors an opportunity to present their works before the public and to discuss them in an atmosphere of sane, fair and constructive criticism.”) Men—all men other than registered doctors, plumbers, and electricians—were strictly barred from anywhere but the lobby and the eighteenth-floor parlor, to which a gentleman caller could receive a pass if accompanied by his date.


The front entrance of the club-hotel was on Sixty-Third Street, while the ground-floor shops, eight in all, were on the Lexington Avenue side of the corner building, and included a dry cleaner, hairdresser, pharmacy, hosiery store, millinery shop, and a Doubleday bookshop—everything a certain class of woman might need. All the stores had entrances from inside the hotel, off a small corridor, so Molly Brown did not have to venture out onto the street if she was not up to it. The Barbizon had opened only three years earlier, when New York was in the midst of a transformation. A building boom had been in full swing, a purposeful out with the old and in with the new. Public opinion declared that over the years Manhattan had expanded haphazardly, senselessly, illogically, but all that could still be brought to heel. The buildings that belonged to past centuries would be razed to the ground in favor of a new, ambitious, mechanized twentieth century; tenements and low-lying buildings were to give way to well-planned towers that sprang up into the sky in art deco silhouettes.


The architecture of the early twentieth century was as new as the New Woman who had broken free of old constraints. Critics of nineteenth-century New York condemned the “brown mantle spread out” across Manhattan, creating a sea of “monotonous brownstones” in its wake. Today’s prized brownstones, quaint and historical, were then seen as a blight on the city. City planners pointed out that while they could no longer bring back the cheeriness and color blasts of the “old Dutch days of New Amsterdam” with its “red tile roofs, rug-patterned brick facades and gayly painted woodwork,” they could conjure up a new century and its signature look: the skyscraper.


In the midst of this building boom, in 1926 Temple Rodeph Sholom sold its space on Sixty-Third Street and Lexington Avenue in Manhattan for $800,000. One of the oldest Jewish congregations in the United States, soon to be replaced by the premier women-only residential hotel, was moving to the Upper West Side. Temple Sholom had stood at this spot for fifty-five years, following its Jewish immigrant congregation uptown as they moved out of their Lower East Side tenements into new homes in Midtown Manhattan and the Upper East Side. Now again it was following its congregants out of this area that was rapidly building up, especially with the 1918 extension of the Lexington Avenue Line subway from Grand Central at 42nd Street up to 125th Street. The temple ended its half-century-long residency on New York’s Upper East Side with its eldest worshippers onstage to commemorate this moment of change. Mrs. Nathan Bookman, ninety-seven, and Isador Foos, ninety-one, had been members since their confirmations at age thirteen; enthroned onstage, looking down at the congregation of upstanding New Yorkers, their parents and grandparents once Lower East Side German Jewish immigrants, they said goodbye to the nineteenth century. The Barbizon was about to say hello to the twentieth.


Just as Temple Sholom had been built on Sixty-Third and Lexington to accommodate a growing need, so now its planned replacement was responding to an entirely new one. World War I had liberated women, set them on the path to political enfranchisement in 1920 with the passing of the Nineteenth Amendment, and, just as important, made workingwomen visible and more acceptable. A record number of women were now applying to college, and while marriage continued to be the end goal, clerical work combined the glamour of flapper life—with its urban, consumerist excesses (Shopping at Bloomingdale’s! Dinner at Delmonico’s!)—with an acceptable form of training for married life. Clerical work had been a career stepping-stone for young men, but now, as thousands of women headed for the offices inside the sparkling new skyscrapers going up each year across Manhattan, the job of secretary ceased to be a career path with the promise of promotion: it was instead recast as a chance for young women to exercise the skills of “office wife” while also earning a salary and living a brief independent life before marriage. The new secretaries of this new world were to be for their bosses “as much like the vanished wife of his father’s generation as could be arranged,” declared Fortune magazine. They would type their boss’s letters, balance his checkbook, take his daughter to the dentist, and offer him ego-boosting pep talks when necessary.


But the New Woman received something in exchange: the publicly sanctioned right to live independently, to express herself sexually (up to a point), to indulge as a consumer, to experience all the thrills of urban life, and to enter public space on her own terms. And to do that, she needed a place to live. The old-fashioned women’s boarding houses—an earlier option for a single woman living and working in New York—were of a past era, now looked down on with scorn, associated, as the New York Times declared, with “horsehair sofas” and the “recurrent smell of beef stew.” They were also associated with the working class, whereas the new breed of upper- and middle-class workingwomen wanted something better. Neither did they want house rules or patronizing philanthropy (the well-intentioned but demeaning engine behind so many old-fashioned boarding houses for widows, workers, and female outcasts) to be part of their living experience. And the address mattered—a lot.


But even if they had been able to look past the substandard rooms, the itchy horsehair, and the chewy beef, there were nowhere near enough of these boarding houses to accommodate the great numbers of young women pouring into the city. Residential hotels built high into the sky would have to be the answer instead.


Hotel residential living—for families and for bachelors—had been in vogue since the late 1800s. “In town it is no longer quite in taste to build marble palaces, however much money one may have,” wrote one social commentator at the time. “Instead, one lives in a hotel.” Residential hotel accommodations ranged from palatial suites for the perversely wealthy of the Gilded Age to practical rooms for the single and striving. Much fuss and attention were paid to the coziness of these hotel homes. The more modest residential hotels featured custom-made furniture that was intentionally smaller than the standard, making it easier to fit into small spaces and making the hotel rooms appear larger. The twin bed lost its footboard, and the headboard was lowered to create the illusion of space. Furniture corners were rounded for the same reason. At the opulent end of the residential hotel category, rooms were furnished with expensive reproductions of eighteenth-century pieces and fireplaces were commonplace. As the Waldorf Astoria was going up, dummy rooms and hallways were constructed in a warehouse off-site so that everything down to the wall color and faucets, let alone carpets, curtains, and cabinets, could be carefully interrogated. Interiors adviser for the Waldorf Astoria, Mrs. Charles Sabis, in charge of the installations, studied the sample rooms and then accepted or rejected them; as soon as decisions were made, one dummy room was torn down and another went up. For some suites, Mrs. Sabis chose English woodwork salvaged from a Yorkshire manor house, while pondering the eternal question of whether a “lacquered screen or Ming jar [was] just right for a room with a Queen Anne air?” Importantly, these high-end residential hotel rooms had to differ from one another; these were no cookie-cutter chain hotels.


The rapid rise of residential hotels was in large part because of a real estate loophole: the Tenement House Act of 1901 exempted New York City’s height and fireproofing restrictions on buildings with kitchen-less apartments. However pecuniary the reason, the effect was inevitably glamorous because who would not want to live in a full-service hotel? And even if you didn’t live in one, you could at least imagine it every Saturday morning at “the pictures,” watching the most recent of the wildly popular Thin Man movies starring William Powell gliding between speakeasies and residential hotels—joyously, drunkenly traversing the city, a cocktail in hand. In 1903, New York hotelier Simeon Ford had made a pithy declaration of difference: “We have fine hotels for fine people, good hotels for good people, plain hotels for plain people, and some bum hotels for bums.” So it was only a matter of time before a new category of hotels emerged: women hotels for women.


The Barbizon would be the most glamorous, but it would not be the first. The first was the Martha Washington, built on a different set of premises but laying the groundwork for the Barbizon. Opening in 1903, the Martha Washington was a squat twelve stories that stretched one city block along Madison Avenue from Twenty-Ninth to Thirtieth Street. Far ahead of its time, it addressed a need for accommodations for self-supporting white-collar women when New York hotel rules stipulated that no single female traveler could be offered a room after 6:00 p.m. unless she was hauling a heavy travel trunk to prove she was no prostitute. The situation could be so embarrassing that two upper-class women “confessed to having spent the night in Broad Street Station, Philadelphia, rather than run the risk of being turned away from a hotel.” Even before World War I, there were women like these arriving in New York, alone, to work. Those better off and creative in spirit had found solutions here and there, including a community of women artists who had converted back alley stables into spruced-up accommodations with studio spaces in which to work. Other professional women rented tenement apartments and fixed them up inside so they were unrecognizable from their squalid exteriors. But the revolutionary Martha Washington became a place for these sorts of women to stay as well as a sanctuary for suffragettes, among them Dr. Mary Walker, medical doctor and famous feminist, who liked to challenge restrictive dress codes long before flappers did. At her wedding she refused to use the word “obey” in her vows, retained her last name, and wore a short skirt with trousers underneath.


Despite the need for such a place, the 1903 opening of the Martha Washington was met with all-around puzzlement at best, condemnation at worst. “Observation automobiles” full of gawkers would drive by slowly as if watching a freak show. Management itself seemed unsure of how to proceed: at first it deemed men necessary for the hotel’s heavy lifting—those requisite trunks!—but a year later the male personnel were replaced by women, now believed to be more reliable. The New York Herald jeered at the gender switch: the bellhop “looks demure enough in her black gown, with plain white collar and cuffs.” Moreover, no one seemed able to wrap their heads around the idea of so many women under one roof without the protection of men. An early brochure for the Martha Washington acknowledged the recurring doubts about how “it would be feasible to house so large a number of women as four hundred to five hundred under one roof.” At the same time, the hotel’s residents were assured that the Martha Washington was out to make a profit and not based on any “paternalism or philanthropic idea,” like the working-class boarding houses. The residential hotel, in other words, was intended as top-notch independent living (not charity), with an array of rooms and suites on offer, and with none of the restrictions previously associated with women’s lodgings often sponsored by religious organizations, such as curfews or no-guests rules. Residents at the Martha Washington, whether in a single room or a spacious apartment, could enjoy reception rooms on each floor, a roof promenade, a dining room, modern steam heat, and mail chutes.


The kind of women who came to stay at the Martha Washington, while initially ridiculed, soon began to enter the mainstream: Harper’s Bazaar magazine featured a series of articles in 1908 called “The Girl Who Came to the City” and the Ladies’ Home Journal followed three years later with “Her Sister in the Country Who Wants to Come to the City to Make Her Way.” In 1914, New York saw a second residential hotel for well-off career women, the aptly named Business Woman’s Hotel, built just two blocks from the Martha Washington, and six blocks from the Altman’s department store (just as the Barbizon would be built close to Bloomingdale’s). Then came World War I, and the need for women’s hotels seemed less pressing. But the end of the war initiated a building boom, and women’s new independence meant new clientele, more profit.


The 1920s was the decade of women’s residential hotels. The Allerton hotel on East Fifty-Seventh Street near Central Park opened in 1920. The Allerton was built by William H. Silk, who would soon develop the Barbizon. He and his partner, James S. Cushman, had constructed their first bachelor apartments in 1912 and moved on to a club-hotel for men in 1919. The Allerton House for Women was the obvious next step, tying in a growing taste for a certain kind of accommodation with the realities of post–World War I and women’s new claims for independence outside of the protection of a male-headed household. Silk wanted to offer rooms to female “physicians, decorators, lecturers, politicians, writers, buyers, store executives.” (That these residential hotel accommodations were marked as white and privileged never needed to be said out loud.) Silk envisioned a homelike environment, which would differentiate it from a standard hotel, with a sewing room, a ballroom, a “strictly up-to-the-minute laundry,” and men-free lounging rooms. An Allerton guest was free to “be her own mistress.” The hotel, built to accommodate five hundred women residents, was booked solid before it was even finished.


Such profit potential could hardly be ignored. Others followed, with the American Women’s Association (AWA) hotel becoming the largest yet. Heralded by the New York Times as a “temple to the spirit of emancipated womanhood,” Miss Smith, head of the AWA’s board, berated anyone who dared to call it a hotel. It was to be no such thing, she said: it was a “movement.” She was right. These women’s club-hotels were the “physical manifestation” of a woman’s right to live without the protection of her father, brother, uncle; to socialize as she pleased; to shop as she pleased; to work as she could. In the case of the AWA, the hotel’s drawn-out funding drive and construction also brought in the city’s wealthiest women to try their hands at a serious business venture. Led by Anne Morgan, of the famous Morgans, along with other women belonging to the city’s social elite, they created a modern-day stock-selling campaign that they launched at the Plaza Hotel, handing out sales kits and calling cards to an army of stock sellers. They devised a full-scale advertising campaign based on a mascot they named “Miss Robinson Crusoe,” the concept being that a single woman’s loneliness in New York was akin to being stranded on a tropical island. “Miss Robinson Crusoe” had a pamphlet, a song, and Fifth Avenue display windows. The idea was that she would of course be saved by the AWA Clubhouse, where there would be others like her, of the same spirit and ambition; and where she would find community and luxury. The sales team regrouped two years later, now with $3.5 million collected with which to begin construction. Over champagne and canapés, Anne Morgan and her fellow socialites-turned-businesswomen handed out prizes of fur coats and salamander pins to the top stock sellers.


The AWA hotel found its site on West Fifty-Seventh Street, where professional women could be “as free as men.” Women’s independence at the AWA was declared in no uncertain terms: a full twenty-eight stories, with furnishings overseen by Mrs. William K. Vanderbilt, another member of the country’s wealthiest clans, as well as a swimming pool with “nasturtium colored tiles” and a patio where “four fountains splash in melodious arpeggios.” The “ultramodern girl” could “order her coffee and cigarettes” in an array of themed rooms. The powder-blue tableware used in the muraled art deco dining room was the same as one would find in the wagon restaurants of the French trains because Mrs. Vanderbilt believed if it could withstand European rail tracks, it could survive the women of New York. She ordered crateloads. While a place to eat, drink, and smoke, the AWA hotel also offered 1,250 rooms with baths, making it the fifth-largest residential hotel in all of New York.
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But it was the Barbizon Hotel that truly captured America’s imagination. It would become the go-to destination for young women from all over the country determined to give their New York dreams a shot. Whereas the Allerton and the AWA were built for professional career women, the Barbizon targeted a different kind of guest. She was the debutante who couldn’t tell her parents she wanted to paint; she was the shopgirl from Oklahoma who dreamed of the Broadway stage; she was the eighteen-year-old who told her fiancé she would be right back, but first there was a typing course she needed to take. The hotel would come to embody an entirely different persona from the others as a place of glamour, desire, and young female ambition.


William H. Silk, with the Allerton already on its way to completion, now aimed to combine femininity with this new independence, declaring that just as the modern woman’s dress had shaken off the cumbersome frills of the Victorian age and embraced a “drastic” simplicity, so too her living quarters at the Barbizon needed to “reflect the larger life opened to the female sex,” while keeping in mind that women “have by no means lost their feminine attributes.” This is what Silk envisioned the Barbizon would be: twenty-three floors, 720 rooms; on the outside, it would offer the masculine, he declared, embodied in a building of the North Italian school, filled with everything that men demanded for training their intellect and their physique—swimming pool, gymnasium, roof gardens, lecture rooms, and library. But on the inside, in the Barbizon’s interiors, the rooms hidden to men would be “highly feminine boudoirs,” the colors “delicate and fresh,” furnished in a modern French style. Like its predecessors, the Barbizon would be designed around a post-suffragette rethinking of domesticity along with the developers’ bottom-dollar desire to maximize living space. The result was lines of private rooms off of long narrow corridors, intermingled with shared parlors, libraries, and laundry facilities.


Silk promised the Barbizon Club-Residence for Women, as it was first called, would open “on or about October 15”—1927—and indeed, print advertisements began to appear in September, announcing that applications for residence would begin on September 15. Among the features of the Barbizon was a radio in each room—which would so delight Molly Brown when she arrived. Rates started at $10 a week. Designed by the hotel specialists Murgatroyd & Ogden, the Barbizon, completed a few months past schedule, in February 1928, was impressive from both near and far, with four massive turrets at the corners of the towering building, like gradated steps moving up to its peak. The outside brickwork was chosen to convey color and light from salmon to light red, artistically arranged in diverse patterns, with a neutral limestone as the trim. A large solarium that functioned as a lounge, furnished tastefully, was located on the west side of the nineteenth floor, above which rooms were reserved for various college clubs. On the eighteenth floor, right below, was a loggia with expansive views. Once finished, Architectural Forum noted that while the Barbizon was for the most part Gothic in detail, it was a “Romanesque sort of Gothic.” The large arched windows gave it a sense of the romantic and the sacred, and avoided the “mechanistic effect” in some of the new skyscrapers. Up in the clouds, roaming the roof gardens, peeking through its arcades, residents spied one dome window after another, built up on different angles, with setbacks and terra-cotta balconies. One could easily imagine a Gothic castle, arrows slung through the arched openings.


While simplicity, even a playful simplicity, was reserved for the outside, the lobby and mezzanine could be described as intricate and Italianate. Entering the Barbizon, a guest encountered an interior atrium designed in a luxurious modern style inspired by the Italian Renaissance and grand Italian country houses. Decorated in elaborate colors, textures, and patterns, the space offered a fully immersive experience with its painted ceilings and patterned floors, ornamented balustrades and stair railings, and upholstered classically styled furniture. Potted plants, a chandelier, and subtle lighting throughout the two-story-high space added to the ambience of arriving into the open-air courtyard of a grand Italian villa. Whether a mezzanine, located above the lobby, was intentionally chosen so the Barbizon’s young ladies could peer down, looking out for their dates or, just as likely, checking out one another’s dates and furtively rating them or desiring them, is hard to say. But the mezzanine was like an outsize Romeo and Juliet balcony that was wrapped up around the top of the lobby like a picture frame, with heavy stonework and an elaborate railing. From the northwest corner of the mezzanine, two steps led down into an oak-paneled library, while the dining room opened from the main floor of the lobby and was furnished in neoclassical “Adam style” to suggest intimacy rather than grandeur. Architectural Forum declared: “The Barbizon seems to give evidence of a new understanding of civilization, wholly convincing.” Form and mission were now one.


From its inception the Barbizon was imagined as the rooming choice for the artistically inclined. The very name was intended to underscore this: the hotel was named after a nineteenth-century French art movement, the Barbizon School, centered around the village of Barbizon, southeast of Paris, surrounded by the Fontainebleau Forest. The inns along its narrow main street, the Grande Rue, were a haven for starving artists. Accommodating owners offered painters a full dinner, a dormitory bed, and a packed lunch to take into the woods, all for a minuscule sum. At New York’s Barbizon Hotel, art students would live together in the Four Arts Wing, where one hundred rooms were reserved for them, as were the studios—the very ones in which Molly Brown found sanctuary—located in the tower, rising up from the eighteenth floor. The largest was fifty by seventeen feet, with soaring two-level ceilings to let the light pour in, while smaller studios for musicians were carefully soundproofed. But not everyone needed to be an artist; an eagerness to embrace all that New York could offer was enough.


If the Barbizon had found its niche as the place for young aspiring artists, actresses, musicians, and fashion models, then the interior provided all the necessary spaces in which these young women could express themselves—both as producers and consumers of art. In the first-floor lounge, with a stage and pipe organ, three hundred could comfortably enjoy a performance. The new post-suffrage femininity required that both the mind and the body be fed, and the Barbizon’s library, lecture rooms, gym, and full-size swimming pool were up to the task. The early 1900s Gibson girl, freed up by her skirt and shirt separates, had enjoyed a good morning stretch or a bicycle ride, but the 1920s flapper was beginning to take on more rigorous exercise, and the basement of the Barbizon was a maze of workout options. With a strangely erotic choice of words, the New York Times exclaimed that “at all hours of the day the laughter of girls can be heard intermingling with the rhythmic thud of the balls in the squash courts and the splashing of water in the pool. Modern amazons in the making are learning to fence; swimmers of the future are being taught the crawl in the nether regions of the Barbizon.”
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Titanic survivor Molly Brown had had her skirmishes with the flappers who surrounded her now in New York. As a progressive-era suffragette, a New Woman in the least frivolous sense of the word, Molly Brown, like many of her generation, found the flappers insufferable. She saw herself as a true pioneer of women’s rights whereas the flappers were merely putting on the finishing touches, gaudy ones no less. Before New York, when Molly Brown had escaped to Paris to study acting, she had been loud and clear about what she thought of this new breed of young women. When asked by a reporter, she said: “The American girl can’t hold her liquor; she shows it right away and grows mushy or wants to fight … today, society girls drink industrial alcohol to warm up on before they arrive at a party.”


But one society girl back home was having none of it and fired back, with a clear dig at the Molly Brown myth: “I think Mrs. Brown has enough to do to paddle her own canoe without trying to paddle for the younger set” because “as far as a woman’s appearance goes, none looks her best after a few drinks. But there is no comparison between a younger woman and an older one. The younger one still looks fresh and pretty and seems to control herself better. But older women are disgusting.” It’s hard to imagine Molly did anything more than shrug; she had heard worse.


She might have had little patience for the flappers’ shenanigans, but whether she liked it or not, they were everywhere, and not just in the rooms of the Barbizon. The flapper was on Main Street, USA, as much as she was on Broadway, New York. Harold Ross, the founder of a brand-new magazine called the New Yorker, was desperate to capitalize on her. With the magazine barely up and running but already teetering on bankruptcy, Harold Ross had to do something drastic to capture a steady audience. He had heard about a recent Vassar College graduate named Lois Long, who could be counted on to stir things up, and he hired her. Lois was twenty-three years old, a Connecticut girl and daughter of a minister—hardly the background for a rebel celebrity. Yet it was because of her background, rather than despite it, that Lois became the archetypal flapper of the 1920s. With her white-bread upbringing, she was the most typical of flappers because the flapper was not exclusively an urban sophisticate but, just as likely (if not more so), a teenage girl from Wichita, Kansas. But the eager young girl from Wichita needed to learn how to become a flapper, and this was where Lois “Lipstick” Long stepped in.


Initially writing anonymously, calling herself only “Lipstick,” Lois bounded about Manhattan undisguised; she was tall, pretty, with dark brown bobbed hair, wearing the classic flapper dress that fell in one flat, vertical line from the chest down to just below the knees, and a red-lipsticked smile at all times. She was naughty, ready for fun, and—exactly as Molly Brown disapprovingly noted—not past getting drop-dead drunk (she advised her readers that it was only good manners to pay two dollars to the cabbie for throwing up in his car). Lois Long demonstrated that the 1920s had taken everything from the shadows and rebranded it as white, middle-class, American, decadent and fun: jazz came from the black ghetto, sexual experimentation from Greenwich Village, and rouge, powder, and eye shadow from the prostitute’s toolbox. The flapper, the 1920s’ best-known incarnation of the New Woman, was now at the center of it all.
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At the stroke of midnight on January 16, 1920, the United States went dry. The purpose was to stop crime and bad behavior, but the very opposite happened. Manhattan, where the flamboyant mayor Jimmy Walker with a stout wife and a string of chorus girls for his mistresses did not believe drinking was a crime, was transformed into one big party. Speakeasies—the illegal, illicit, booze-soaked clubs of the Prohibition era—began to pop up all over the city, turning young, brash entrepreneurs into millionaires. One bootlegger, barely thirty years old, first chartered fleets of ships loaded with imported alcohol to break through the government cordon off Long Island. He became rich almost overnight but soon decided there had to be an easier way; he brought together experts, imported materials, and acquired the formula for a famous English gin. Next, he set up a pristine subterranean distillery beneath the surface of New York’s streets and sold the “British gin” to speakeasies, whose bartenders declared they had never tasted a London gin as good as this. When London liquor manufacturers hired a detective to see why their illegal New York gin sales had dipped so dramatically, they soon figured out his scheme, but there wasn’t a thing they could do: they couldn’t very well call the police to complain their illegal sales of British gin to the United States were being undermined by the illegal manufacture of alcohol underneath New York’s streets.


Women were also among Prohibition’s new and clever entrepreneurs. One of the best known was Belle Livingstone, actress and showgirl, who claimed to have been abandoned as a baby in a backyard in Emporia, Kansas. She wanted to be an actress, but her foster father, publisher of Emporia’s local newspaper, refused to let her onstage as a single woman.


“Fine,” she said, and proposed to the first well-dressed man she saw. Strangely, he agreed, and though they parted ways immediately, stranger still, he left her the enormous sum of $150,000 at his death. She took the money and headed across the Atlantic, where, according to her memoirs, she was “the toast of Europe” for a good thirty years. Returning to America in 1927, just as the Barbizon was being built, and with Prohibition well under way, stout and stocky Belle, now in her fifties, saw an opportunity. She called her illegal saloons salons, as if they were the intellectual gathering places of Paris. And she played cat and mouse with federal agents, who often appeared at her salons in disguise and then dragged her to court, where reporters and the reading public eagerly hung on to her every word as she expressed her outrage in an outpouring of colorful language. One of her speakeasies was the Country Club, which both high society and the Broadway crowd frequented, paying a pricey five-dollar admission. But once in, customers could stroll through the grand room that resembled the Gardens of Versailles or head upstairs to play Ping-Pong or miniature golf. The only requirement was to keep on buying the dollar drinks.


Then there was Janet of France. Thoroughly French, she had made a living as a vaudeville and musical-comedy actor in New York until the work dried up and she had nothing more than twenty-nine dollars to her name. Contemplating her hopeless future, she took a stroll down West Fifty-Second, where she noticed an “ancient house squeezed in between garage buildings.” It was for rent, and with a hundred borrowed dollars, she took it over and installed a simple wooden bar, cheap curtains, and a few tables and chairs. The first week, the only thing on the menu was onion soup along with bootleg Scotch, brandy, and rye. The booze was nothing special, but the onion soup was sublime. It received enough attention that she soon leased two more floors of the antiquated building. She added some cheap dinners to surround the crowning glory of the meal—the onion soup—and served up red wines à la France. Celebrities such as Marlene Dietrich, Douglas Fairbanks, and Lionel Barrymore were soon knocking on the door. Janet of France boasted that the Irish playwright George Bernard Shaw visited her and only her speakeasy—she always had an autograph book on hand to prove it.


Former chorus girl Texas Guinan was another star of New York’s Prohibition scene. She was the one who coined the most famous phrase of the time—“Hello, sucker!” (The rest of her catchphrase, which she hollered at customers as they came in, went: “Come on in and leave your wallet on the bar.”) She was already a well-known stage and film actress—or so she said—when the speakeasies lured her in with lucrative singing gigs. That’s where she learned the trade. She opened her own eventually, the 300 Club, once visited by the Prince of Wales. Opening-night programming featured the marriage of a well-known American actress and her lover, a saucy Argentinian dancer.


While the Barbizon’s residents did not open speakeasies, just like the New Yorker’s Lois “Lipstick” Long and other young women in New York in the 1920s, they frequented them. For the very first time in New York’s history, women were being asked to pull up a stool at the bar. A muraled sign over the entrance door to Leon and Eddie on West Fifty-Second read, “Through These Portals, the Most Beautiful Girls in the World Pass OUT.” New York’s society girls especially were encouraged to take their place at the bar, drinking imported booze procured from rumrunners off the Long Island shores—although Lois preferred cognac after she learned it was the most difficult to fake and thus least likely to be contaminated. She left the booze brewed in New York’s subterranean distilleries to others.


The swankiest speakeasy of all was Marlborough House at 15 East Sixty-First, just off Fifth Avenue. Among New York’s Social Register, it was known simply as Moriarty’s—after the brothers who started it. Anyone could enter the front door because it was too crass to ask who a person might be right there out on the street. So “in” meant only a vestibule, sealed in precious woods, where one then pushed a pearl button and presented their credentials. If they were let in, really in, they headed up the narrow stairs that opened onto a sumptuous room with walls scarlet up to chair level and silver the rest of the way to the ceiling. French wall benches ran the length of the walls, upholstered in silver leather, and mural storks of white with scarlet beaks streaked across the silver surface. Doors were enameled in scarlet too, and the lighting was dim to catch the silver flickers. But the showstopper was the cabaret room above, done up in royal blue, copper, and mirrors. The walls there were made entirely of mirrors so wherever one sat, one could see whoever else was there. For entertainment, Moriarty’s chose novelty over big names to wow the jaded Social Register set: an Egyptian magician, a hot-torch singer, foreign dancers. The Moriarty brothers—Mort, Dan, and Jim—were saloon owners turned speakeasy aficionados, who were smart enough to know how to sidestep the gangsters and keep Marlborough House free of them. When Prohibition was finally repealed on December 5, 1933, Jim, the remaining brother, was on the Social Register himself, with a country estate and a stable of polo ponies.


Others already had the ponies but still could not resist the lure of the celebrity status of speakeasy operator. Roger Wolfe Kahn, son of financier and railroad magnate, Otto Kahn, opened one. Walter Chrysler Jr., son of the auto king, almost bought one before he was restrained by his family. The son of the drama critic for the New York Herald operated the Artists’ Club in Greenwich Village, and hired as the hostess Yvonne Shelton, a trouser-wearing friend of a former New York mayor, while a plump Brooklyn-born Russian Jew, Bertha Levine, stage name Spivy, sang ditties that were far from subtle. New York’s Broadway, filled in those days with “cafeterias, electric shoe-shining stands, nut shops, physical-culture demonstrations and five-cent dance halls,” gave way to an “invisible paradise” of speakeasies in the Fifties that stretched from Fifth Avenue to Park Avenue. The best speakeasies began to rent out entire houses, leasing and remodeling the residences of industrial tycoons and old money. Once, a debutante fell apart after her fourth cocktail as it suddenly dawned on her that this was the very house in which she had spent much of her childhood.


Altogether there were hundreds of speakeasies all over Manhattan, catering to every class. At the Five O’Clock Club, Florenz “Flo” Ziegfeld would arrive with his bevy of beauties, and the orchestra would break into song. At the Napoleon Club, always popular, standing room at the bar was three to four persons deep, and included Believe-It-Or-Not Robert Ripley and Al Jolson, the “world’s greatest entertainer,” as he was known. Marlene Dietrich often visited the Embassy Club and Ethel Merman regularly sang there. At King’s Terrace, Gladys Bentley, a Harlem Renaissance star, played to a packed house. Gladys was an African American woman who favored men’s clothes, particularly a gleaming white tuxedo and top hat. When performing, she shockingly alternated between soprano and bass, between sentimental and risqué songs. Dark-skinned, masculine, corpulent, she was one of the few women on the scene who was openly, defiantly gay, flaunting her preferences as she growled popular contemporary songs whose sanitized words she switched out for her own obscene and often hilarious lyrics. It wasn’t just the society set that was crazy for her: Langston Hughes called her “an amazing exhibition of musical energy.” She’d been “discovered” by New York society at Harry Hansberry’s Clam House in Harlem, the most overt of all of Harlem’s homosexual speakeasy dives.


For the sake of appearances, before the evening’s entertainment began, it was best to start with dinner at the speakeasy; gourmet meals of buttered lobster at bargain basement prices that did not even cover the cost of the ingredients but were subsidized by the illegal sale of alcohol. Delicacies were served up by French chefs who had jumped ship from New York’s high-end restaurants because, with the onset of Prohibition, they had forfeited their bottle of wine a day, explicit in their salary contracts. With law-abiding restaurants no longer able to deliver on that promise, after a year European chefs had begun to abandon their posts, returning to France, Switzerland, and Italy. The speaks, as they were known, lured them back with the promise of free-flowing wine. At the Park Avenue speak, a modernist dream of black, green, rose, yellow, and silver that cost $85,000 to design, and that was even without the furnishings, Monsieur Lamaze served dinners in a room with vaulted green ceilings and two great circular, frameless mirrors opposite each other, so that the dark room seemed to stretch into infinity. The baby lamb on his menu came from a special farm in Ohio, and every morning the express train from Florida unloaded thirty pounds of pompano butter fish for his pompano bonne femme, served with mustard sauce—leftover pompanos were divided up among the staff. His lobster Lamaze was the talk of the town, and it wasn’t past him to offer Burgundy snails or wild boar from the Vosges. There was no menu, only a clipboard of the day’s groceries. A dollar for lunch, two and a half for dinner. It didn’t even cover the train fare for the pompano.


Illegal booze, premarital sexual encounters, a body freed of Victorian restrictions in dress and manners and lifestyle were the definers of the 1920s as women began to come into their own in this decade. For those from an older generation, like Molly Brown, the changes were astonishing. Before World War I, a single woman at a bar with a drink was automatically labeled a “lady of the night.” In 1904, a woman lit a cigarette while out on Fifth Avenue, and was summarily arrested—for being a woman smoking in public. But by the 1920s, such behavior was not only acceptable on the streets of Manhattan but mimicked across the country. Lois “Lipstick” Long played her part, touting the sort of madcap life that young women everywhere could begin to appropriate for themselves. It is what sixteen-year-old Lillian Clark Red from Canton, Ohio, did. Bored with high school, she grabbed a checkbook and took a train to Cincinnati. There she rented a room in a hotel on Walnut Street, outfitted herself splendidly from various stores, and then headed on over to a real estate agent, presenting herself as an heiress. She decided on a pretty bungalow overlooking the Ohio River, and wrote out a $25,000 check for its full purchase price. The house, of course, needed to be furnished, so she did that too, spending $6,000. The last touch was a car, and she found one she liked for $2,600. She was eventually found out and delivered back to her humdrum life. But Lillian Clark Red from Canton, Ohio, had followed the flapper’s handbook and taken life to its extreme. She was not the “New Woman” as the suffragettes like Molly Brown had envisioned her, but she was thoroughly “modern.”


Unsurprisingly then, censure for the modern woman, in all her variations, was widespread. Everyone had something to say about her. A Monsieur Cestre, professor at the Sorbonne in Paris, spent 1926 on a lecture tour of the United States, where, somewhat creepily, he “studied the American girl.” “Loaned” to Vassar College—Lois “Lipstick” Long’s alma mater—for two weeks he observed the Vassar girls with anthropological intensity and concluded that while everyone thought it was the French girl who was fast and easy, in fact it was “just the opposite. The French girl is very carefully reared, and it is not until she is married that she has any liberties to speak of. No, the American miss is much ‘faster’ than the Parisian mademoiselle.” The New York Times sardonically noted that Professor Cestre “did not amplify his statement on the American girl in this regard.” He hardly had to; he was clearly of the mind that women at bars were automatically suspect. But he was not entirely wrong if suspect meant sexually active. Of the women born before 1900, about 14 percent had had premarital sex, yet of the women who came of age in the 1910s and 1920s, between 36 and 39 percent did; and, statistically, they were also far more likely to have orgasms—even as they were most likely losing their virginity to the men who would become their husbands.


Criticism of her was not just about loose morals, however. There were other violations of cultural norms. New York’s Rabbi Krass charged that the modern woman tended to “mimic man.” With much greater originality, a Mrs. Ruth Maurer explained to a Chicago school of cosmeticians: “Many a modern woman has a face as hard as the crockery of a railroad lunch counter, and the reason is chewing gum. Human beings were not meant to be ruminating animals. …” In the long-held tradition of fat-shaming, numerous assertions claimed that the modern woman was uglier than her predecessors, and most definitely larger. When dress manufacturers were accused of failing to make clothes that fit contemporary women, they lashed out that the average hip size had recently increased by up to three inches. Women’s feet were not free of scrutiny either. Between 1920 and 1926, precisely the heyday of the flapper, it was charged that the average shoe size had gone from four and a half to six and a half, and the ankle had become decidedly thicker because of the trend for wearing low-heeled oxfords.


Others defended this particular incarnation of the New Woman. In 1926, Lady Astor, a Virginia native and now first female member of the British Parliament, tried to make it back home incognito to the United States for a quiet family vacation. But already in wait at Boston Harbor as the Samaria pulled in was a crowd of reporters, who assailed her with questions ranging from her thoughts on wartime reparations to the modern woman. “You’ll get the shock of your life in America, Lady Astor,” one reporter called out. “You’ll see people drunk. You’ll see girls drunk. Cocktails everywhere.” A month later into her trip back home, although she still feigned not to know what a flapper was—“but I suppose they mean a modern young woman”—Lady Astor persisted in defending her: “I may be amazed at the sight of short hair and short skirts, but surely these are far healthier than long skirts and tight waists and curl papers and all the other paraphernalia that we women have had to put up with for years. I haven’t had intelligence enough to bob my hair, but I take off my hat to those who have.”


The Jazz Age had proven to be a balancing act: the post–World War I New Woman had an independence previously unimaginable, but it was accompanied by widespread indictments of her, as if independence was itself a transgression. The boom in women’s residential hotels facilitated this independence, and so they too were open to the same sort of criticism. The Barbizon was however given an added boost of respectability when the National Association of Junior Leagues, the charitable sorority for upper-class women, opened its clubroom on the twenty-second floor of the hotel with majestic views of Manhattan. The room, featured in Vogue, was lauded for “retaining its common denominator of modernity” while providing a practical clubroom for young women: an angular white laminated fireplace was the central feature, with an enormous mirror from the top of the mantel up to the ceiling, which reflected the art deco ceiling lights that looked like translucent stacked matchboxes. The posh Junior League was not the only one to set up beautifully appointed clubrooms at the Barbizon. Back in 1922, the Vassar College Club had already rented out a whole floor of the Allerton House because women’s hotels were a perfect location for women’s college clubs, re-creating the same-sex solidarity ethos that buoyed the suffragette movement and had helped establish these colleges in the first place. Even as the Barbizon was still under construction, the Wellesley Club ordered up a suite of rooms on the eighteenth floor, and signed on for the exclusive use of its southern and western roof gardens. The plan was for a large lounge, a dining room connected with the restaurant down on the first floor by a small elevator for bringing up the food, and a smaller lounge to be used as a writing room or library. Twenty bedrooms were also being set aside for exclusive use by club members. Other women’s college clubs quickly followed.


The hotel was quick to capitalize on these associations, placing an advertisement in the New Yorker: “The Barbizon has become the latest accepted rendezvous for the art and music-loving young set. In the center of New York’s social life … no more fitting background could have been chosen by the following organizations for the establishment of their club rooms: Barnard College … Cornell’s Women’s College … Wellesley College … Mt. Holyoke College … League of Seven Women’s Colleges.” In the January 1928 Junior League Magazine, the Arts Council of the City of New York further announced it would have its executive offices on the mezzanine floor of the Barbizon, and the services of its director would be available to the residents of the Arts Wing, who would be kept abreast of all the latest art exhibitions and musical and dramatic presentations. In other words, as the Barbizon was being built, brick by salmon-colored brick, so too was its image. It would be the place for the artistic but rarefied young lady, for the respectable but modern woman.


[image: Image missing]


In February 1928, the Barbizon Club-Residence for Women officially opened on Sixty-Third Street and Lexington Avenue. The Unsinkable Molly Brown, back from Paris and no longer with a vast fortune to her name, settled in at the Barbizon in 1931, delighted to find herself with a room of her own—exactly what Virginia Woolf famously proclaimed was vital for a woman’s independence and creativity. The Barbizon was the perfect place for the thoroughly modern Molly. Art exhibitions, concerts, and dramatic performances were constantly on the hotel’s social roster, many showcasing the Barbizon’s own aspiring actors, musicians, and artists. And one never knew whom one might bump into on the elevator. According to the 1930 United States Census, Molly Brown’s fellow hotel residents included Helen Ressler, a model from Ohio; Helen Bourns, a singer from Maryland; Rose Barr, an interior decorator from Iowa; Margaret Gallagher, a trained nurse from Pennsylvania; and Florence Du Bois, a statistician from Kansas. Molly reveled in having an airy soundproofed studio for her voice lessons, and corridors filled with modern women like herself, even if she might not have approved of them all, especially the flappers.


But on October 26, 1932, Molly Brown was found dead in her room at the Barbizon. Her death certificate listed her occupation as “housewife,” when she had been anything but a housewife. She had been a plucky nineteenth-century woman who had propelled herself into the twentieth century by embracing the mantle of independence and female drive. The press reported apoplexy as the cause of her death: sudden death by aria. They evoked the image of a crazed rich lady who could not sing, eccentrically dressed, belting it out in the Barbizon’s practice rooms and collapsing dead from the exertion of it. But Molly could sing, very well in fact, and the real reason for her death was a brain tumor that had been growing since she first arrived at the Barbizon, and from which she would flee to her room, lying there with her eyes closed for days, until the “migraine” went away, and she emerged again for tea.


Molly Brown had managed to outlive the flappers. Three years before her death, Junior League Magazine was already noting their steady decline: “Seriously, have you seen a Flapper this past year among your younger sister’s friends—or looking in the mirror, has a Flapper reflection smiled back at you? I do not think so.” The flapper, the Junior League suggested, had been a crude reflection of the times, “who in her prime, claimed the limelight of the world, and excited pulpits, rostrums, and family hearths, with her sex conscious, self conscious bid for publicity.” But she had lost everyone’s interest. Women now were becoming more subtle, shed of “the shabby gestures of Flapperdom, imitating the demi-monde.” A younger member of the Junior League summed it up: “The first so-called flapper was the immediate postwar creation. She was a shocking contrast—literally speaking—to all the nice girls of 1913. … her skirts ended about her knees, she sneaked her brother’s cigarettes, she swore like a soldier. Her dancing—but who of us could ever forget the inimitable camel walk and shimmy? Her make-up was as crude as a clown’s. She was like a puppy learning to bark in her new-found independence.” With the flapper, so too went the very idea of the New Woman. All women of the twentieth century were now new.


As the flapper disappeared from sight, so did the residential hotel. Hotel owners stormed city hall and demanded of New York mayor Jimmy Walker that he do something about these “residential clubs,” these imposter hotels that were cutting into their profits. In 1929, the Multiple Dwelling Law went into effect, pulling back on the legal loophole that had made both residential hotels and New York tenements possible. It was the end of the residential hotel boom. But the Barbizon Club-Residence for Women was here to stay. It was both a product of its time—born of 1920s New York, an era filled with illicit booze, speakeasies of mirrored opulence, and a new breed of women who felt uncaged in both their dress and their lives—as well as a harbinger of things to come. The Barbizon Club-Residence was, as the Unsinkable Molly Brown could attest, a place where women went to reimagine themselves: and in the twentieth century, that was not about to go out of style.
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