

[image: Empire of the Elite: Inside Conde Nast, the media dynasty that reshaped the world. The cover shows three key and influential figures from the book – Graydon Carter, Tina Brown and Anna Wintour]




About the Author


Michael M. Grynbaum is a correspondent for the New York Times, where he covers media, politics and culture. Since joining the newspaper at age twenty-two, he has reported on three presidential campaigns and the transformation of the media world in the Trump era. He graduated from Harvard with a degree in history and literature and lives in Manhattan. This is his first book.





EMPIRE OF THE ELITE


Inside Condé Nast, the Media Dynasty That Reshaped the World


MICHAEL M. GRYNBAUM


[image: Coronet logo]


www.hodder.co.uk




First published in Great Britain in 2025 by Coronet


An imprint of Hodder & Stoughton Limited


An Hachette UK company


Copyright © Michael M. Grynbaum 2025


The right of Michael M. Grynbaum to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


Cover design by Jackie Seow


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


Hardback ISBN 9781399707213


ebook ISBN 9781399707237


Hodder & Stoughton Limited


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.hodder.co.uk




For Juli, my favorite




“This effect of certain of the manifestations of wealth in New York is, so far as I know, unique: nowhere else does pecuniary power so beat its wings in the void, and so look round it for the charity of some hint as to the possible awkwardness or possible grace of its motion, some sign of whether it be flying, for good taste, too high or too low.”


—Henry James, The American Scene
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Perfect Bound

For decades, one company in Manhattan told the world what to buy, what to value, what to wear, what to eat, even what to think. Before Instagram, before TikTok, there was the Condé Nast Publications, merchant of fantasies and supreme arbiter of sophistication. Vogue chose the designers whose clothes would be worn by millions around the world, and the models who became global icons of sex and femininity. Vanity Fair determined which moguls we envied and movie stars we worshiped. GQ made it okay for straight guys to care about clothes, Architectural Digest pioneered real estate porn, and The New Yorker elevated tabloid fare like the O. J. Simpson murder trial to the realm of serious journalism. Our contemporary Instagram culture—airbrushed, brand-name-laden, and full of FOMO, where pretty people do pretty things in pretty places without you—is a DIY replication of the universe that the celebrity editors of Condé Nast carefully created month after month, year after year.

At the peak of its powers, Condé Nast cultivated a mystique that captivated tens of millions of subscribers across four continents, with brands that became international symbols of class and glamour. Editors such as Tina Brown and Anna Wintour were venerated, celebrated, and feared, with unrivaled sway in determining who and what was elite, who was “in” and who was “out.” Their magazines were glossy manuals to the good life, defining our modern notions of class, consumerism, politics, lifestyle, and taste. To be featured by Condé Nast meant that one had arrived—as an actor, author, designer, thinker, or socialite. Condé Nast—even the name announced itself with a continental flair, that exotic accent above the e so redolent of fine living and superior judgment.

Never before had so much cultural influence been concentrated under one roof—and it never will happen again.

Now, Condé is a husk of its former self, its clout diminished, its magazines closed or riddled by layoffs. Staff uproars over race and class have punctured its once-impenetrable aura. Bon Appétit’s editor resigned in 2020 amid complaints of racial insensitivity and bias, and in 2021, unionized New Yorker employees, vexed by low wages, picketed Anna Wintour’s town house in Greenwich Village, chanting “Bosses wear Prada, workers get nada.” Condé’s chief architect and feared billionaire boss S. I. Newhouse Jr. is dead. Young people may vaguely know Condé Nast as the real-life inspiration for The Devil Wears Prada: the imperious bosses, obscene expense accounts, and ubiquitous town cars. Or they may not know of Condé Nast at all. While brand names such as Vanity Fair and Vogue persevere, the fundamental idea that a monthly package of pulp and ink, delivered via trucks and postal workers, could wield such influence is alien to anyone under the age of thirty.

And yet we still live in the world that Condé bequeathed to us: the world of the Vanity Fair Oscar party and Vogue’s Met Gala, Allure’s industry-standard Best of Beauty prizes and Condé Nast Traveler’s Readers’ Choice Awards, a world obsessed with status and celebrity and consumption—a world that has persisted even as old-line notions of “elitism” have become increasingly passé, and the only gatekeepers we can credit or blame for our present-day culture are ourselves.

How Condé Nast amassed so much power and influence—and why, at the height of its culture-shaping savvy, it failed to foresee the digital revolution that would devour it—is a saga of self-invention and raw ambition, clashing egos and a ruthless pursuit of excellence. It is a tale of outsiders who longed to be insiders, and eventually conquered the rarefied spheres they once yearned to join. It is the story of how one company defined a nation’s ideal image of itself.

WHEN AN AWKWARD SCION named Samuel Irving (“Si”) Newhouse Jr. inherited his father’s magazine business in 1979, Condé Nast was a faded Jazz Age icon, a second-tier publisher of women’s titles, already seven decades old, that clung like Miss Havisham to its past glories. Vogue was read by fashionistas, but had little impact on the zeitgeist. House & Garden was losing ground to a splashier, wealthier West Coast rival, Architectural Digest (not yet part of the Condé stable). Si had money, but little status; at around five foot six, he was diminutive, physically and socially. “So incredibly shy and inarticulate,” as one longtime Condé editor recalled. “So inarticulate it was shocking.” The Newhouse name was an afterthought in the power centers of Wall Street, Washington, and Hollywood, where the rival Time Inc. magazine empire held greater sway. And Si’s younger brother, Donald, controlled the real moneymaker of the family’s empire: the newspapers.

But Si viewed the Condé Nast magazines as vessels for his own fantasies of status and class, his backdoor entry into the establishment whose rituals he had studied through the social equivalent of a two-way mirror. Unlike other publishers, who were happy to attack the power elite, Si wanted to celebrate it. Or better yet: become it. His timing happened to be excellent. Si was taking over Condé Nast right on the cusp of the Reagan eighties, when the desultory post-Watergate seventies were yielding to an era of exuberant excess. A new generation of strivers had awoken to the pleasures of consumerism. If the pre-eighties East Coast establishment prized discretion, thrift, and subtlety—threadbare Shetland sweaters, shabby station wagons—the new elite was all about the flaunt. And Condé Nast, which itself had been founded in the era that spawned the term “conspicuous consumption,” was perfectly situated to supply the user manuals the nouveau needed.

To create this world, Si turned to strivers whose own yearnings for success and social dominance reflected the cult of aspiration their magazines fetishized. Americans’ idea of what it meant to be elite had long been shaped by the fantasies of outsiders: the splendid penthouses and tuxedoed balls of 1930s Hollywood movies were made by Jewish immigrant studio heads who were forced to build their industry on the other side of the country after the Eastern elite rejected them. The mythmakers of Condé Nast similarly willed their world into existence. Vanity Fair’s Graydon Carter was raised middle-class in Ottawa and worked as a lineman on rural railways. Art Cooper, who took GQ from fashion trade rag to a global byword for the dapper male lifestyle, grew up a chubby Jewish kid in Pennsylvania coal country. Paige Rense, the mastermind of Architectural Digest, was born into abject Midwestern poverty. The New Yorker’s David Remnick was a New Jersey dentist’s son. And there was Alexander Liberman, Condé’s longtime editorial director, an unrepentant aesthete and spendthrift who tutored Si in all things tasteful, but, as a refugee from Bolshevik Russia, was always outrunning his own tragic past.

Si empowered his editors to fuel his new American fantasyland, urging experimentation and extravagance that competing publishers balked at and could not compete with. Not content to merely chronicle the establishment, Si insisted that the leading players of his empire emulate the lives of those they profiled. Hence the no-interest loans for West Village town houses and Long Island country retreats, and Wall Street–level perks like chauffeured town cars and fat expense accounts. The excess was legendary. For years, there simply were no budgets: Si’s billions funded an operation where sizzle and status often mattered more than breaking even. Feasts from gourmet provisioner Fauchon were trucked in to fashion shoots; editors zipped back and forth to Europe on the Concorde. Outsiders who scoffed at such profligacy misunderstood the rationale behind Si’s masquerade: for Tina Brown or Anna Wintour to earn the respect of the rich, they had to live like the rich. To shape taste, one had to embody taste. Condé Nast editors were the original influencers, their lives a top-to-bottom marketing campaign for the company that hired them.

Before individuals could amass millions of followers on Twitter or Instagram, Condé was the chief arbiter of the elite, its editors’ whims and signals relentlessly covered, dissected, and mimicked. Tina perfected the practice of hyping her magazine’s upcoming articles to outlets like The New York Times and the network morning shows, turning Vanity Fair stories into meta events—news in themselves. Her high/low sensibility—opulent, celebrity-centric, insiderish, buzzy—reshaped American journalism, demolishing cultural guardrails. Her editorial DNA eventually found its way into journalistic bastions such as The New York Times, which created its Styles section in 1992 in part to compete with Condé’s lifestyle content. Anna Wintour’s Vogue became the most powerful force in global fashion, championing upstarts like John Galliano and Alexander McQueen and helping them secure funding to start their own labels. Graydon’s guest list for the annual Vanity Fair Oscar party elevated movie stars to the A-list.

And the Condé empire played a key role in the fateful rise of a real estate developer named Donald J. Trump, who was a provincial curiosity before GQ featured him on its cover and Si Newhouse personally dreamed up The Art of the Deal, the book that launched Trump’s national stardom (and was published by a Newhouse-owned press). Trump, along with two of his three wives, later graced the covers of Vanity Fair and Vogue, and he proposed to Melania, the future First Lady, at Anna Wintour’s Met Gala, taking advantage of the enormous publicity surrounding the event. Indeed, Condé parties were covered relentlessly by other media outlets, with seating charts presented as a taxonomy of influence. This was especially remarkable given that these extravaganzas were, at heart, simple branding exercises meant to dazzle advertisers and advance the commercial prospects of Condé Nast magazines. No other publisher’s events approached this level of renown: Americans were not talking about a gala thrown by Hearst.

Inside Condé, editors jockeyed for the approval of Si, the “Sun King” whose court was the site of feuds, fiefs, and beheadings. Grace Mirabella, longtime editor of Vogue, learned from a five o’clock local news report that she had been replaced by Anna Wintour: the leading editor in American fashion undone in an instant. Si’s ouster of William Shawn from The New Yorker prompted one of the great literary revolts of the twentieth century. Ron Galotti, an ad honcho who inspired Sex and the City’s Mr. Big, was hired, fired, and rehired by Si in quick succession; Steve Florio, Condé’s chief executive, forced his own brother out of a job. A mercurial Medici who could be maddeningly opaque about his views, Si kept his talent nervous about where they stood. Editors compared the bottles of wine they received from Si at Christmas—who had gotten the more expensive cru? Decades of service could be swept aside the instant the publisher sensed that a title was losing too much money or generating too little buzz. Si so adored this internal competition that when he purchased Women’s Wear Daily in 1999, he asked its editor to gather gossip on Condé Nast—the better to keep tabs on his empire.

In 1999, the company moved to a sleek new skyscraper, 4 Times Square, that not only helped revive Midtown Manhattan’s fortunes—Condé’s influence even extended to urban planning—but also evoked the mid-century power of the Time & Life Building, perhaps the last time a magazine company had so flagrantly expressed its power and arrogance in expensive corporate architecture. The building’s center­piece was a space-age cafeteria designed by Frank Gehry, which quickly became the most scrutinized corporate canteen on earth; an architectural review in The New York Times ran under the headline “Tray Chic.” By the time it opened, 4 Times Square was the flagship of an international empire, with outposts on multiple continents. In the new millennium, Vogue has expanded into Dubai, Mumbai, and Beijing—Condé colonization.


FOR SUBURBAN KIDS LIKE ME who grew up at the turn of the twenty-­first century, Condé’s magazines were emissaries from a cosmopolitan world that shimmered just beyond our horizon: a monthly or weekly spectacle of temptations, refinement, sensual possibilities, and intellectual sophistication that set my imagination ablaze. The name Si Newhouse meant nothing to me, but Vogue, Vanity Fair, and The New Yorker—and the writers, artists, and photographers whose work filled their pages—represented a world I yearned to join. Condé publications carried the promise that writing and journalism could be a glamorous trade, that nerdy kids like me could combine smarts with style, facts with flair. My parents may not have been rich or socially prominent, but they subscribed to The New Yorker and Architectural Digest, an economical way to demonstrate appreciation for superior taste. By age eleven, I’d started a magazine for my fifth-grade class—my own elementary-­school version of Vanity Fair—commissioning articles from friends and distributing copies at the local library. When I finally made it to Manhattan—I could not wait to get to Manhattan—I met my future wife while she was writing at Vanity Fair. Fetching her for dates from the lobby of 4 Times Square, I watched Vogue’s coiffed gazelles and The New Yorker’s tweedy editors greet the purring town cars provided by their employer. These glimpses of Condé’s inner workings only intrigued me further. How had this company become so glamorous and ­influential—and why was it declining so fast? What would become of the fantasy realm it had loosed upon the world?


BY THE LATE 2000s, Si Newhouse’s notion of the elite had been shaping dreams and desires for nearly three decades. In 2007, when Condé launched Portfolio magazine—a celebration of swashbuckling corporate culture that promised to do for business journalism what Vanity Fair had done for covering Hollywood—Si reportedly committed more than $100 million to the project; Tom Wolfe was commissioned to write at a rumored twelve dollars a word. “We are the top-end publisher and it has served us well and I believe it will stand the test,” the company’s CEO, Charles Townsend, said in 2008.

It didn’t.

The internet demolished the notion of authority in American life—and the animating spirit of Condé Nast. Power has swung from institutions to the individual; what we covet is no longer beamed outward from a Manhattan office tower, but forged across a million digital byways on Instagram, TikTok, Pinterest, Snapchat, Twitter, and Facebook. Portfolio collapsed in 2009, barely two years after its debut. Condé Nast had thrived by showing Americans how to cultivate artistic, graceful, stylish lives. Now the internet had birthed a Warholian utopia where anyone can be famous and commune with the famous. The cultural elites who ran movie studios, programmed TV networks, and controlled FM radio playlists—the symbiotic stars of the Condé universe—not only lost relevance, but were refashioned into the villains of a populist revolution against yesterday’s cultural gatekeepers. Upstart bloggers such as Tavi Gevinson were among the first to prove that teenagers can dictate trends from their bedrooms without the infrastructure (or overhead) of a traditional media company behind them. Readers who grew up absorbing the company’s glamorous imagery—the product of lavish photo shoots and hundreds of hours of styling, editing, and design—can now reproduce a version of it on their Instagram and TikTok accounts in minutes.

And as American institutions came under increased scrutiny, Condé Nast faced its own internal reckoning over class and race. In June 2020, in the wake of George Floyd’s murder, Anna Wintour apologized for publishing “hurtful or intolerant” material and acknowledged that “Vogue has not found enough ways to elevate and give space to Black editors, writers, photographers, designers and other creators.” Bracing testimonials emerged from former Black staff members who critiqued the magazine’s culture of exclusivity and its elevation of Eurocentric notions of beauty—the very editorial model that had, until then, generated decades of success.

Si Newhouse died in 2017 at age eighty-nine, leaving behind descendants who did not share his infinite patience with financial losses. Budgets were tightened, titles shuttered, and staffers laid off. Vanity Fair’s Oscar party was pronounced “past its prime” by The New York Times. The Newhouses installed a new chief executive, Roger Lynch, from the digital music streamer Pandora, who had no experience in the magazine industry; he then pushed out the editors of Vogue editions in Brazil, China, France, Germany, India, and Spain. Today, Condé is in retrograde, even as the company’s apogee remains an object of fascination: a reminder of more vibrant days when the America it symbolized was the envy of the world. As Graydon Carter told me, reflecting on his career, “I miss the black-and-whiteness of the twentieth century.”

But the choices of Condé’s editors can still resonate. The gloss and voyeurism of Instagram is an updated version of the wealth porn epitomized by Condé Nast; our digital obsession with house tours and opulent lifestyles has its roots in Vanity Fair, Vogue, and Architectural Digest. Even the old-fashioned printed product makes an occasional splash: a Vogue cover of Kamala Harris, dressed casually in sneakers and a jacket, caused an uproar shortly before she was sworn in as the first female vice president. The chattering class still cared about how Condé Nast depicted its stars.

I did not set out to write an exhaustive encyclopedia of the company; inevitably, I have had to leave out the stories of certain people, and in some cases entire titles, that played significant roles across its 116-year history. This book is intended as an assessment of Condé Nast’s profound impact on American life. The Newhouses—many of them, anyway—were not receptive to my inquiries, and Condé Nast itself did not cooperate beyond confirming the corporate titles of three of its executives. Dozens of writers, editors, artists, publishers, and ­photographers—some of whom are still employed at Condé Nast—did help, and I am deeply grateful for their generosity. It’s been nearly fifty years since Si Newhouse began building his mythology of American power, desire, and exceptionalism. Consider this a guided tour through the dream life that he sowed.
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Class, Not Mass

Condé Montrose Nast was born in 1873 in New York City, a grandson of a strident Methodist preacher and the third child of a father who abandoned his wife and children when Nast was three. The family moved to St. Louis, where Nast attended public schools; when he went to college at Georgetown, he avoided trips home for want of train fare. After graduation, he returned to Missouri to pursue a law degree, and a career as a Midwestern lawyer beckoned. Then a fortuitous friendship changed his life. His college classmate Robert Collier, a wealthy publishing heir, offered Nast a job at his family’s magazine, Collier’s Weekly. In 1897, the preacher’s grandson headed back to where his life had started: the burgeoning secular cathedral of New York.

Over the next decade, Nast helped turn Collier’s into one of the country’s leading publications, attracting star writers like Upton Sinclair and Jack London. He lured the illustrator Charles Dana Gibson away from rivals by doubling his pay in exchange for an exclusive contract. The job also led to Nast’s initiation into the higher echelons of Gilded Age New York. Robert Collier had married into the family of Caroline Schermerhorn Astor, the society doyenne whose list of Manhattan’s “Four Hundred” most prominent citizens was the final word in America’s still-nascent social caste system. When Nast met Clarisse Coudert, an eligible daughter of a Four Hundred family, she was impressed by his friendship with Collier. They married in 1902, and Clarisse bestowed on her husband a rather apt kind of dowry: his inclusion in the Social Register. Overnight, Nast had entered the ranks of the American aristocracy; now he wanted to rise to its zenith. And he soon identified the perfect vessel for his ambitions: Vogue, a sleepy society gazette, barely solvent and barely read beyond a handful of drawing rooms on Fifth Avenue.

Founded in 1892 by a clique of old-money scions, Vogue attended to leisure-class concerns like golf, bridge, country club etiquette, and the passenger manifest on John Jacob Astor’s yacht. The publisher, a wealthy typography enthusiast named Arthur Turnure, once forgot to send an issue’s cover to the printers. With a select audience of fourteen thousand subscribers—forty times fewer than the readership of Collier’s—the magazine regularly expressed revulsion toward the encroaching hordes of the nouveau riche. Even a cataclysm like the Spanish-American War was an opportunity to provide readers with a lesson on understatement. “Don’t be so violently, alarmingly and visibly patriotic as to wear the tri-colors on everything,” Vogue instructed in 1898. “Bad taste never yet helped a good cause.” Above all, the magazine affected a tone of unerring authority, fueled by the egos of its founders and their credo, expressed in the earliest editorial meetings, that what “‘Vogue says’ was to be final.”

Nast was certain that Vogue’s potential was woefully untapped. In a rapidly changing nation, where mass industrialization had generated unprecedented new wealth and the term “conspicuous consumption” had recently been coined, Nast recognized that social aspiration was itself a commodity that could be harnessed for influence and, with shrewd marketing, lucratively exploited. He set about finding investors to help him purchase the magazine, using his own journey of upward mobility as the inspiration for his business plan. Nast was a social climber par excellence, exacting in his appearance—even as a young man, he adopted an old-fashioned pince-nez as his signature look—and a devoted reader of fashion magazines from London and Paris. To meld with the Newport crowd, he arranged for a camera to film his golf swing so he could improve his form at the tee.

In his pitch to investors, Nast had argued that the market for a guide to good living was surely there. And because Vogue would be aimed not just at the affluent, but also those who yearned to be, it could charge advertisers higher-than-average rates in exchange for access to the nation’s “wealthiest and most discriminating individuals.” At the time, most major magazine publishers simply strived for the biggest possible audience. Nast’s alternative model—“class, not mass”—was deeply counterintuitive: leaning into Vogue’s air of exclusivity could, paradoxically, broaden its appeal to readers and advertisers alike. As one Vogue editor put it: “He didn’t want a big circulation. He wanted a good one.” It was the motto from which all of Condé Nast’s future success flowed.

Nast won control of Vogue in 1909. He introduced color photography, raised newsstand prices to create a greater perception of luxury, and paid large sums for the services of star photographers like Edward Steichen and Cecil Beaton, just as decades later his company would secure Richard Avedon and Annie Leibovitz to exclusive contracts. To appear more cosmopolitan, Nast included dispatches on European society, drawing on his and his wife’s socialite friends as correspondents. Rumors began to circulate that Nast was descended from the Condé branch of France’s royal House of Bourbon, or perhaps related to the political cartoonist Thomas Nast. Neither was true—Condé was a family name—but Nast didn’t mind the gossip, because it buttressed his reputation.

Crucially, Nast also sought to make middle-class readers—those who might be curious about Parisian fashions but couldn’t afford a Cunard crossing—feel included. He mailed free copies of Vogue to Midwestern department stores and Junior Leagues, to lure audiences outside of New York. Vogue included retailers’ names in fashion spreads so readers would know where to buy the clothes, a primordial step toward democratized luxury; until then, chic dress shops like Henri Bendel kept their inventories secret to all but the most “proper” upper-crust customers. “It is the avowed mission of Vogue to appeal not merely to women of great wealth, but more fundamentally, to women of taste,” Nast wrote. “A certain proportion of these readers will be found, necessarily, among the less well-to-do cousins of the rich.” His strategy of inclusive exclusivity was a moneymaker. In 1910, Ladies’ Home Journal was read by forty-three times more Americans than Vogue—but Vogue was carrying 44 percent more pages of advertising.

One event did more than anything to prove that Condé Nast, in the eyes of high society, had arrived. In 1914, Vogue threw a fashion show at the Ritz-Carlton ballroom featuring American designers, a radical idea at the time. Chic Americans considered domestic designs a poor substitute for French couture, but as Europe descended into conflict, it had become increasingly difficult to obtain the latest fashions. Debutantes were out of luck, and so was Vogue: with fewer clothes to feature, advertising revenue sagged. Vogue’s editor in chief, Edna Woolman Chase, pitched Nast on the idea of a fashion contest to boost the American garment industry. To ensure high society’s blessing, Chase trekked to the Hudson Highlands mansion of Mrs. Stuyvesant Fish, who had succeeded Mrs. Astor as a key social arbiter, to ask if she would be a patron of the event. Mrs. Fish was about to rebuff Chase’s offer . . . until her secretary mentioned to Chase that her son was an aspiring illustrator, and how wonderful would it be if his drawings were to appear in Vogue? A deal was struck, and Mrs. Fish was persuaded to get onboard. The Fashion Fête, as it was known, was presented as a charitable event for Great War widows and orphans. It was the Met Gala before the Met Gala—a magazine marketing stunt turned public sensation—and it made headlines around the world. In a few short years, Nast had transformed insular Vogue into a global tastemaker. British Vogue was introduced in 1916; Vogue Paris followed in 1920. By 1926, American Vogue touted the second-highest advertising volume of any magazine in the country.

Having landed on a profitable model, Nast set out to conquer new subsets of elite audiences. In 1911, he had invested in House & Garden, an obscure architectural publication in Philadelphia. As with Vogue, Nast intuited that the magazine could appeal to a broader audience: America’s growing population of newly affluent homeowners eager to signal their status through decor. His next acquisition further advanced the sophisticated image accruing to the Condé Nast brand. He bought a men’s magazine called Dress, which he considered a prospective rival to Vogue, and revamped it as a lively compendium of wit and commentary on the arts, society, and current affairs. He changed the name to Dress & Vanity Fair and hired a new editor, Frank Crowninshield, who dropped the Dress.

Unlike Nast, “Crownie” was no outsider. A Boston Brahmin born in Paris and educated in Rome, he was an aesthete and bon vivant who co-organized the famed Armory Show in 1913, now considered the dawn of American modernism. At Vanity Fair, Crownie published art by Picasso, Matisse, and Gauguin and writing by Gertrude Stein, Aldous Huxley, and Noël Coward. He also liked humor writing, and he spotted a potential talent in a young woman named Dorothy Parker (then Rothschild) who was toiling on the Vogue copy desk. Crownie hired her to write theater criticism, for which she showed an affinity: years later, at The New Yorker, she panned a production with a nine-word summary: “The House Beautiful is, for me, the play lousy.”

Nast had no inkling that, in the far-off world of the 1980s, a resuscitated Vanity Fair under the editor Tina Brown would spark a revival of the company that bore his name. In the 1920s, he was just happy to count another success. Actors, artists, and writers clamored to be in the pages of Vanity Fair, which became a monthly chart of who was in and who was out in Jazz Age society. In a precursor to the celebrity-soaked Vanity Fair Oscar party, Nast began hosting all-night soirees at the palatial Park Avenue penthouse where he moved in 1925. Vanderbilts mingled with Marx Brothers and French nobility flirted with Hollywood moguls. Guests like George Gershwin, Fred Astaire, Samuel Goldwyn, and Edna St. Vincent Millay ascended to Nast’s thirty-room spread, which featured a seventy-five-foot-long, glass-covered outdoor terrace filled with chrysanthemums. The opulent interiors, with Louis XV furniture and Savonnerie rugs, were designed by the society decorator Elsie de Wolfe. Diana Vreeland, a regular attendee who boogied one night with Josephine Baker, recalled, “Everybody who was invited to a Condé Nast party stood for something.”

The name Condé Nast had meant nothing when he moved to Manhattan at the turn of the century. Now an invitation to his apartment meant the height of social success. Mr. Nast had become the new Mrs. Astor, and the thousands of copies of his magazines that landed on the nation’s doorsteps and newsstands had become monuments to his cultural authority. Still, Nast hoped for something more permanent. After he took over a printing plant in Greenwich, Connecticut, in 1921, he erected a pair of enormous obelisks, engraved with titles rendered Roman-style: “VOGVE”, “HOVSE & GARDEN”, “CONDÉ NAST PVBLICATIONS.” The pillars doubled as a monument to his own ego and as a billboard: they were installed astride the Boston Post Road, the preferred motoring route for Manhattanites and Fairfield County residents taking their progeny to New England prep schools. (Long after Nast died, and the printing plant was replaced by a Hyatt, the obelisks sustained his legacy: Lauren Santo Domingo, who later became a Vogue editor and significant tastemaker, drove by them every day growing up in Greenwich. “Probably why I became obsessed with working at Condé Nast one day,” she joked.)

Nast’s upward passage halted abruptly in 1929, when Wall Street collapsed. Condé Nast stock fell from ninety-three dollars a share to two dollars. The crash not only annihilated the fortunes of wealthy Americans; it also cratered the advertiser and reader base of the magazines that catered to them. For Nast, the crash was devastating: he lost a significant portion of his personal wealth. A man who built his life on illusions, Nast now tried to carry on the act. He continued throwing parties even as he relied on wealthy friends to keep him afloat. In 1933, a British media baron, Lord Camrose, quietly purchased a controlling stake in Condé Nast. Nast’s name was still on the executive suite, but his control over his eponymous empire was gone. In March 1936, Vanity Fair was folded into Vogue. Nast had a final success with Glamour of Hollywood, a celebrity-focused magazine started in 1939. By then, he was in his mid-sixties, twice divorced, on the verge of serious heart trouble, and millions of dollars in debt; the prospect of restoring past glories was fading. In 1942, a bank took his Long Island country house, and he suffered a second heart attack. Nast died that September in his Park Avenue aerie, overlooking a city whose splendor and ferment he had done so much to package and sell to the world. His prized penthouse furnishings were sold for cheap at a disappointing auction.

But in death, the myth of Condé Nast bloomed. “Does the young woman in Fort Smith, or San Antonio, or Birmingham, or Topeka dress somewhat better than her ancestors, and does she have a surer appreciation of the world of manners and decorum and what might be called the art of gracious living? Then much of the credit must go to Condé Nast,” wrote the New York Herald Tribune. Time eulogized him as the man from whom millions of people “got most of their ideas, directly or indirectly, about the desirable American standard of living.” Condé Nast, the mortal—the child abandoned by his father who once struggled to decipher the codes of the rich—had evanesced into Condé Nast, the brand: global icon of sophistication, unimpeachable arbiter of the best that life had to offer.

The magazines, however, were being read by fewer and fewer people, their influence ebbing against competitors like Harper’s Bazaar, Life, and Esquire. Nast, master of the mores of the Gilded Age, now seemed poised to share the lukewarm legacy of that era, remembered with a hazy nostalgia and unmistakable whiff of must. The indignity must have seemed total in 1958, when the ailing Condé Nast Publications were sold to the parent company of Britain’s working-class Daily Mirror, a gauche fate for once-glittering Vogue. Within six months, the company changed hands again. The new owner was a diminutive Jewish publisher of mid-market newspapers with little public profile, a child of immigrants born into poverty who concentrated his business in second-tier cities like Cleveland, Ohio, and Syracuse, New York, whose parvenu wife happened to like reading the fashion pages. The transaction merited little mention in the press.

No one imagined that the most glorious, most profitable, and most powerful years of Condé Nast were still to come.

NAST HAD BEEN DEAD for nearly seventeen years when Samuel I. Newhouse, the wealthy but obscure owner of a national newspaper chain, purchased the tattered remains of the Nast magazine empire in 1959. It was effectively a fire sale. On the cusp of the 1960s, Condé’s magazines felt more retro than cutting-edge, their pages preoccupied with cotillions and fedoras just as the world of debutantes and formal dressing was being swept away.

So, the Condé kingdom needed a savior. But who was this newcomer Newhouse? “A 5-3, kinky-haired, thick-lipped, friendly-eyed, flat-nosed dynamic insomniac who likes to buy publications,” clucked Women’s Wear Daily, the institutional voice of the fashion elite. “He went to work at 12 because he needed the money.” Collier’s compared his rumpled appearance to that of “a not-too-successful salesman, or perhaps a dealer in antiques.” On the rare occasions he granted interviews, Sam Newhouse emphasized that he was a workaholic who didn’t get out much; he even declined to respond to questions from the society roster Who’s Who. To the Condé snobs, the idea that this unfashionable man could take charge of the most fashionable of American magazines was absurd. Newhouse was rich—his newspapers made a mint—but it was the wrong kind of rich, the slightly embarrassing fortune of a crass salesman. His company, Advance Publications, was based in, of all places, Staten Island. And then there was his wife, Mitzi Newhouse, who purported to have “a sixth sense about fashion.” Vogue, it seemed, had been reduced to a naïf’s bauble.

“It was a toy for Mitzi,” one editor griped to Women’s Wear, “like Marie Antoinette getting her farm.”

Newhouse, who had been underestimated his entire life, shrugged it off. What the society wags failed to notice was that Sam and Nast had several things in common. Both men were born to mediocre fathers and moved to Manhattan determined to succeed. Both applied a shrewd financial acumen to the chancy business of magazines. And both eventually celebrated their success by acquiring grand residences on Park Avenue, just fifteen blocks apart. In their overlapping lifetimes, Nast and Newhouse traversed distinct but parallel pathways of the American dream. But first, Nast had to escape Missouri, and Sam had to escape his past.

Solomon Neuhaus was born on May 24, 1895, inside a five-story tenement building at 53 Orchard Street on the Lower East Side, a world away from the Gilded Age aristocracy that held sway a few miles to the north. He was the oldest child of Meier Neuhaus, a rabbi’s son who had endured an odyssey of his own. Meier was born in a tiny village near Vitebsk in Russia, trekked to Western Europe by caravan, and then crossed the Atlantic in steerage in 1890. He spoke no English. Meier married Rose Arenfeldt, an immigrant raised on an Austrian farm, and then found work as a machinist in the garment industry. When Solomon was around one, the family moved to New Jersey, settling near Bayonne with other Russian Jews who toiled as laborers. In 1902, Meier restyled himself “Meyer” and changed the spelling of his surname to Newhouse, perhaps an effort to improve the prospects of a new business manufacturing suspenders. Solomon became Sam, or “Sammy” to his family. The suspenders venture failed, and the Newhouses fell into poverty. Meyer, who suffered from severe asthma, left the family for long stretches to convalesce in rural settings. To support her eight children, Rose sold sundries door to door to neighbors, trudging to Manhattan on the ferry to pick up linens and dry goods and hauling them back to Bayonne.

The deprivations of his early years still gnawed at Sam decades later. When he appeared on the cover of Time in 1962, Newhouse told the magazine that his middle initial, I, stood for nothing at all. He later tried to bolster his father’s reputation, insisting that Meyer Newhouse’s failures were the fault of a swindling business partner; Meyer, in fact, had lost his company all by himself. In a privately published memoir, intended for the Newhouse family, Sam confessed to experiencing “a certain shame” about his origins, although he also drew a direct link between his childhood penury and the ambition that drove his climb up the American ladder. “I was small, young and poor, and I learned as I grew,” Sam wrote. “I could no more stop forging ahead than a blade of grass could turn away from the light.”

Anointing himself his family’s breadwinner at thirteen, Sam left school after eighth grade and enrolled in a typing and bookkeeping course, but struggled to find work. One prospective employer burst into laughter when Sam came to his office for an interview. “I can’t hire you!” the man said. “Your head doesn’t even come to the top of the desk!” Eventually, Sam found a mentor in Hyman Lazarus, a political fixer and godfather type to Bayonne’s Jewish families, whose law office sat above the newsroom of the failing Bayonne Times. Lazarus hired Sam to manage the books, and when he purchased the Times, he put sixteen-year-old Sam in charge; within a year, the newspaper had turned a profit. Like Nast, Sam had considered a career in the law, but decided he showed more of a knack for publishing. Also like Nast, he quickly set his sights on expansion. The Staten Island Advance, a stalwart of New York City’s then-rural outer borough, was struggling to stay afloat, and in 1922, with Lazarus as a partner, Sam took a majority stake.

Not long afterward, Sam met the woman who would play an improbably large role in the destiny of Condé Nast. Mitzi Epstein was a chatty four-foot, eight-inch brunette, a fashion student at what later became known as the Parsons School of Design. Mitzi’s parents, Sam and Judith, ran a prosperous women’s clothing company that imported scarves from France; they enjoyed foreign films and retained an in-house Hungarian cook at their Upper West Side apartment. This sophisticated lifestyle impressed the tenement-bred Sam, who also appreciated that Mitzi was the first woman he’d dated who was shorter than he was. The Epsteins, however, were skeptical. Staten Island, Bayonne, and a life of little-known newspapers was not the bright future they had envisioned for their daughter. Judith Epstein even encouraged Mitzi to date one of Sam’s taller friends; in his memoir, Sam noted with satisfaction that “the other fellow went into bankruptcy.” Eventually, the Epsteins yielded, and on May 8, 1924, Sam and Mitzi were married at the Commodore Hotel in Manhattan, where guests took home cake slices wrapped in white satin boxes.

The couple settled into a handsome Tudor house in the Staten Island neighborhood of Ward Hill, on a bluff with sweeping views of the harbor. Mitzi was the lead decorator, but Sam, buoyed by success, insisted on one detail: the railing of the home’s primary staircase was bent into the shape of his initials. Sam descended to breakfast each morning along a row of S’s bisected with I’s, a strip of wrought-iron dollar signs. The family soon expanded: a son, S. I. Jr., was born by cesarean section on November 8, 1927; in what was perhaps a sign of the family’s assimilationism, the baby was named after its father, in defiance of Jewish custom that discouraged such a practice. Another child, Donald, arrived two years later.

Ward Hill was a symbol of how far Solomon Neuhaus had traveled from Orchard Street. After taking over the Advance, Sam bought up more struggling papers in Long Island, Newark, and Syracuse and turned them into profit centers; his holding company, Advance Publications, eventually included lucrative outposts in Alabama, Louisiana, Michigan, Missouri, Ohio, and Oregon. But Mitzi, tempted by the Manhattan tableau out their window, yearned for more. She read smart fashion magazines like Vogue and considered herself an aesthete; she also held strong opinions on how an upwardly mobile New York family ought to live. The couple’s Saturdays soon revolved around a short drive to the ferry terminal and then a windswept ride across the water, the city’s bouquet of skyscrapers growing large on the horizon. In Manhattan’s gilded canyons, the Newhouses absorbed art, design, and opera, and Mitzi perused fashionable boutiques. A different sort of life beckoned.

By May 1940, the Newhouses were wealthy enough to rent a thirteen-­room duplex apartment at 730 Park Avenue, in one of America’s most desirable neighborhoods. This was no Ward Hill. 730 Park encased gracious apartments with marble staircases and East River views. The Newhouses’ unit, on the seventh and eighth floors, included a formal library and four maid’s rooms; among their new neighbors was the composer Richard Rodgers, of Rodgers and Hammerstein. Mitzi commissioned an expensive renovation in antique French style from a decorator who said he had done work for the du Ponts; a foot pedal at the dining table summoned a servant. Thus the Newhouses settled on Park Avenue—but not Park Avenue, meaning the insular WASP society of boarding schools, men’s clubs, and Ivy League signet rings that represented membership in America’s financial and social elite. Despite their ample residence and household help, the Newhouses were still marked by the stigma that New York’s chattering classes affixed to Sam’s generation of Eastern European Jewish immigrant stock. (In fact, the Newhouses’ building was one of the few Park Avenue addresses at the time that allowed Jewish tenants.) The family took annual trips to Europe, wintered in Florida and Acapulco, and later bought a sprawling estate in New Jersey with a tennis court and five-car garage. But Sam Newhouse was too blatant a striver to be welcomed by a Manhattan society where sangfroid, not sweat, was prized. Reporters often called Sam “restless,” “hustling,” and “indefatigable”—dirty words for the Vogue set that preferred a studied ease.

It wasn’t just the WASPs who looked askance. Sam was also rebuffed by the city’s “Our Crowd” circle of wealthy old-line Jewish families, the mainly Germanic banking and merchant dynasties of Lehmans and Loebs and Kuhns who had amassed fortunes well before the arrival of poor Jewish refugees in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Sometimes referred to as the “One Hundred,” a cheeky variation on the old Four Hundred list, these elite Jews policed their ranks and rejected arrivistes as firmly as old Mrs. Astor.* This narcissism of small differences underscored just how difficult it would prove for Sam to transcend his lowly background, even as his fortunes grew.

On top of these indignities was the low opinion of Newhouse within his own profession. Sam once offered to buy The New York Times from its “Our Crowd” owners, the Sulzbergers, but the family did not seriously consider his proposal. Sam’s reaction underscored the separation between himself and the city’s more established Jews: “They’d never sell to a kike like me.” When Newsweek went up for sale in 1960, Sam submitted a bid significantly higher than the market value of the magazine, which was controlled by the family of Vincent Astor, one of America’s wealthiest men. Condé Montrose Nast, despite his prosaic origins, had few problems wooing Vincent’s grandmother Mrs. Astor, but in 1960, Sam’s entreaties received a cooler reception. Vincent’s widow, Brooke Astor, insisted that Newsweek would never fall into his hands; Newsweek was available, it seemed, but it was not available to a Newhouse. While it’s hard to pinpoint the reason for Brooke Astor’s opposition, it’s likely she and her advisers were channeling the dim view of Sam that prevailed among their fellow sophisticates. When Sam tried to buy The Washington Post in 1963, his solicitations so repelled Katharine Graham, the Post’s high-born publisher, that she complained about it in her memoir years later, marveling that the “ever-eager” Newhouse would not take no for an answer.

This sneering view of the family was best summarized by A. J. Liebling, the great wit of The New Yorker and mainstay of its “Wayward Press” column of media criticism, who dismissed Sam as a pretender who had purchased second-class newspapers through the disreputable practice of preying on more upstanding owners and exploiting family feuds. Liebling’s own father, like Sam’s, was a Jewish immigrant who had arrived in America penniless. But the Lieblings prospered in the fur trade, and A. J. grew up in comfort on the Upper East Side. As a second-generation American Jew, Liebling could have evinced some sympathy for Sam’s difficult path, a recognition that the difference between his father’s success and Meyer Newhouse’s failure may have boiled down to circumstance and luck. That Liebling forged ahead with his ridicule makes all the crueler the French slur that he later assigned to Sam, a sobriquet that rankled the publisher for the rest of his life. In Liebling’s phrasing, Sam was a “journalist chiffonier”—a ragpicker.

IT WOULD BE TEMPTING to assert that Sam’s subsequent decision to purchase Condé Nast was a straightforward example of social aspiration, an outsider seizing a plum opportunity to buy his way into the long-sought graces of the upper class. Here, in a slightly bruised condition ripe for the taking, was all the prestige of Vogue, its historic ties to the Four Hundred, its taste-making editors whose opinions mattered to all the snobs who so casually and callously disdained the Newhouse name. In one anecdote, repeated so often that some otherwise authoritative accounts of Condé Nast have accepted it as fact, Sam claimed that he bought Vogue as a thirty-fifth-anniversary present for his wife. One version of the story went that Mitzi asked Sam to go out and buy her Vogue—that is, an issue from the newsstand—and he instead came back owning the company.

If there is any truth there, it lies in Mitzi’s very real fixation on status and class. A woman besotted by clothes, socialites, and celebrities, she relished the company of boldfaced names and all outward signs of social rank. She also adopted a conspicuous and, at times, crass kind of snobbery, to which her family was not immune. When her son Si and his first wife, Jane Franke, moved into a sprawling co-op at Park Avenue and East Ninety-third Street—in a luxury building complete with an interior courtyard, Gothic limestone entryway, and porte cochere—Mitzi declared herself less than impressed.

“My god,” she exclaimed to her son. “You’re practically in Harlem!”

So, yes, Vogue made sense as a vessel to advance Mitzi’s social ambitions. But while Sam was generally happy to bankroll his wife’s indulgent lifestyle, he also felt conflicted about the world of affluence she adored. Mitzi “wanted a Park Avenue life,” recalled Sam’s granddaughter, Pamela Mensch. “I’m sure my grandfather would have happily lived the rest of his life in Staten Island.” For Jews like Sam who had clawed their way out of poverty, the uptown world of the wealthy was often viewed with indifference, and perhaps some contempt. “I got the idea that eating at Sardi’s or living at 730 Park Avenue was the sort of thing that Sam thought, or somebody had persuaded him to think, that somebody in his position ought to do, rather than something that was natural to him,” said Calvin Trillin, the longtime New Yorker writer who, as a young correspondent at Time, trailed Sam for a cover story on the Newhouse empire. Sam was uneasy about the publicity, Trillin recalled, and irritated about having to answer so many questions from a journalist. After a day of interviews, Trillin hopped out of Sam’s limousine and was nearly hit by a passing car.

“Be careful,” Sam warned him. “I wouldn’t want to go through this again.”

In reality, when Condé Nast was presented to Sam as an acquisition target in 1959, his interest was more straightforward and hard-nosed: Was it undervalued, and could he wring a profit? For all of its residual glitz, Condé Nast appealed to Sam because it was his favorite kind of distressed asset. The company had lost $534,528 in 1958 ($5.6 million in today’s dollars). Vogue was making less money than its Hearst-owned rival, Harper’s Bazaar, and Nast’s Greenwich printing press had become a woeful money pit. Plus, Sam, who had previously tried and failed to buy The Saturday Evening Post, had been looking to break into the magazine business—not for the glamour, but for the lucrative advertising.

There was, however, a younger Newhouse who sensed more potential in the family’s newest asset. Sam Newhouse was happy for his status-­conscious wife to enjoy the perks of owning Vogue, granting Mitzi the illusion that she had been accepted by the elite. His eldest son, S. I. Newhouse Jr., had little use for illusions. Like Condé Montrose Nast, Si wanted to be elite—to choose, rather than be chosen—and by the early 1960s he was beginning to grasp the social possibilities uniquely available to him as the freshly minted heir to Vogue. It was Si who believed that the mystique of Condé Nast, and the refinement of its readership, could be the key to something more profitable, influential, and exciting than, say, a regional newspaper in Oregon. Si had grown up all too conscious of the fine gradations of New York society, the invisible old-world barriers and codes that had kept him, by all appearances a wealthy scion, still stuck on the outside looking in. And he knew exactly how his father, and by extension all of the Newhouses, was perceived. When Sam died, in 1979, at age eighty-four after a long decline, his New York Times obituary quoted him referring to himself as a “shrimp” and repeated Liebling’s insult. In death, Sam Newhouse had made the front page—but he was still the chiffonier.

And so Si bided his time. His vengeance would come slowly, and then all at once.



* Their circle was so fiercely guarded that a minor scandal brewed when one Our Crowd scion, Gerald Warburg, had the temerity to marry a Nast—Natica Nast, Condé’s daughter, who had been raised Catholic.
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Mitzi’s Boy

In the spring of 1966, The New York Times devoted nearly a page of its weekly features supplement to the phenomenon of upscale bachelor living in Manhattan. “An interesting city apartment,” the paper reported, “apparently doesn’t require a woman’s touch.” The lavishly photographed spread touted the exquisite decorating skills of single men and their tastes for Flemish tapestry, Chippendale ice buckets, and wraparound terraces. Conspicuous among these conspicuous consumers was one bachelor, pictured on a cushy sofa as a bow-tied servant poured him a cup of tea. A cigarette dangled from his fingers, and his feet were nestled in black espadrilles.

His duplex apartment, S. I. “Si” Newhouse Jr. explained to the paper, is “very much me at the moment.”

Shy old Sam Newhouse was so allergic to press coverage that he almost refused to cooperate with his own Time cover story. Now, his thirty-eight-year-old son was musing in public about the joys of a fox-fur bed throw, felt-covered walls, and a rug sewn from fifty jackal skins imported from Greece. Si gushed to the Times about his famed decorator, Billy Baldwin, and the domestic ministrations of his Filipino “houseboy,” Pedro, whom he deemed “one of the great luxuries of the world.” Abstract art and a stack of tasteful fashion magazines rounded out the image of a wealthy scion at rest.

Bragging about one’s living space is de rigueur among today’s celebrities and influencers, thanks in part to the massive popularity of Architectural Digest, published by Condé Nast. For Si’s tenement-­bred father, who believed in the immigrant’s ethic of modesty and hard work, the Times feature would have been a massive embarrassment: his son and namesake in the paper of record sounding like a distracted prince, delighted by his own idleness. The Times article even raised the subject of Si’s recent divorce, a source of shame for the tradition-minded Sam, who was increasingly alarmed by his son’s playboy habits. The decorating story would prove to be among Si’s last major interviews in a publication outside of his family’s control. Looking back, the episode stands as an inflection point in the transformation of the Newhouse family, its uneasy passage from the privations of immigrant life to the trappings of newfound wealth, and the tensions between a sometimes austere patriarch and his prodigal son.

In fact, by the mid-1960s, Sam Newhouse had already started to lose interest in the glossy magazines under his control, which had proved less profitable than he’d hoped. He was refocused on his lucrative syndicate of mid-tier newspapers, while preparing his favored son—Si’s younger, steadier brother, Donald—to take over the family business. At the time, it would never have occurred to Sam that the spirit of self-gratification he so lamented in his firstborn son would prove to be the guiding light of Condé Nast’s future success. Si’s love of material pleasures drove him to mold the family’s magazines into global arbiters of taste, to revive moribund titles like Vanity Fair and GQ, and to extend the Condé Nast brand around the world. It was also the fuel that lifted the Newhouse name out of the regional newspaper trade and into the highest levels of social repute.


ONE EVENING IN THE 1950s, years before he would be featured in the Times, Si and his first wife, Jane, were due to attend an upscale cocktail party in Manhattan. (They had married in 1951, when Si was twenty-three.) Si, working a day job in the bowels of his father’s newspaper empire, was coming directly from a business appointment, so Jane got dressed alone and traversed the twenty-two blocks to her in-laws’ place at 730 Park. When Jane stepped off the elevator and into the exquisitely decorated duplex—the home her husband had grown up in, the nerve center of the Newhouse universe—her mother-in-law, Mitzi, approached.

“Go home,” Mitzi told her. “You look terrible.”

“I got a cab, went home, and I changed my dress,” Jane recalled decades later. “And I went back and joined them.” She laughed. “Can you imagine? That I did that? I cannot believe that I would have accepted that criticism and done that.”

It is difficult to understand the idiosyncrasies, indulgences, and ambitions of Si Newhouse—and the hugely successful magazines he came to control—without understanding the woman who raised him. Mitzi Newhouse weighed less than eighty pounds, yet she held enormous sway over Si for much of his life. She was acquisitive and anxious, snobbish and judgmental, as obsessed with fashion trends and party invitations and knowing the right people as any Edith Wharton antiheroine. She was invariably draped in Givenchy and Dior; at Si’s wedding to Jane, she carried a handbag that spelled out “Mitzi” in diamonds. When Mitzi attended a ball in 1962 at Blenheim Palace, the sprawling Oxford country estate of the Duke of Marlborough, she grew impatient when her chauffeured Rolls-Royce was forced to wait in a line of cars. Princess Margaret had just arrived and was being greeted by the hostess when Mitzi, fed up, barreled out of the Rolls. Her escort, the fashion designer Arnold Scaasi, attempted to explain that it was customary for a royal to be allowed to enter first.

“I’m going in now!” Mitzi shouted, sprinting up the steps to the entrance, where she was presented to the princess without delay.

It’s notable that the other man accompanying Mitzi that evening was not her husband, but her oldest son. Si, who was thirty-four years old at the time, “seemed very young” to Scaasi, who got the impression of a man still very much in thrall to his mother. Before the ball, Scaasi was dressing for dinner when Mitzi called: “Arnold, Arnold, do you know how to tie a bow tie? We are having the most terrible trouble.” The designer hurried to the Newhouse suite and discovered Mitzi, in a dressing gown, beside a shoeless, trouser-less Si, looking bewildered in an unbuttoned tuxedo shirt, his legs poking out in long black stockings. Scaasi assisted Si with his shirt studs and then tied his white bow tie.

“I thought they would send me a tie that was already made and would just clip on,” Si explained. It was like something out of a New Yorker cartoon about the hapless rich.

Mitzi’s squiring Si to aristocratic dinners in Europe was in keeping with a closeness between mother and son that dated to Si’s childhood. Sam’s idea of quality time with his young sons was bringing them to his office on the weekends, a routine that started when Si was barely five years old. Mitzi tutored Si in softer matters, imparting her enthusiasms for art, design, and the finer things in life. In the fall of 1939, when Si was eleven, the Newhouses enrolled him at the private Horace Mann School for Boys in the Bronx. The Our Crowd Jews had their own favored institutions—the Sachs School, which later became Dwight, educated Herbert Lehman, Henry Morgenthau Jr., and other sons of prominent German-Jewish families—so Horace Mann became the preferred choice for a newer generation of Jewish aspirants. Si was a managing editor of the student paper, The Record, and served as president of a “Speakers Club” that arranged visits by prominent public figures. But his extracurricular contributions were less meaningful than the friendships he forged with a pair of ambitious boys who went on to prominence. One was Allard K. Lowenstein, who became a liberal civil rights activist and served a term in the US Congress. The other was Roy Cohn.

It can still come as a shock that the maestro of Condé Nast—whose magazines advanced the careers of so many gay and progressive writers, artists, editors, and photographers—was also a lifelong confidant of Cohn, the notoriously savage lawyer and conservative political fixer who abetted Senator Joseph McCarthy’s communist witch hunt, played Aristotle to Donald Trump’s Alexander, and was immortalized in Tony Kushner’s 1991 play Angels in America as a closeted gay man who denied having AIDS up until he died from the disease. Yet Si and Roy were close for their entire lives, often speaking by telephone at least once a day. Roy grew up at 1165 Park Avenue, a mile north of Si’s place, and the boys often carpooled together to class. As a teenager, Roy—who, like Si, had an overbearing mother—had already found his knack as a behind-the-scenes player, engineering the election of friends to the Horace Mann student government.

Si was awed by Roy’s silver tongue and easy confidence, traits that Si would come to deeply admire in others, perhaps because he lacked them. Si was awkward in every way: moody and sullen, prone to shyness and melancholy, the sort of depressive, navel-gazing tendencies that his father, forced to start work at age thirteen to provide for his impoverished family, never had much patience for. In high school and college, Si sometimes felt so dejected that he confided to Lowenstein, his close friend from Horace Mann, that he had entertained thoughts of suicide; Lowenstein was once so alarmed by Si’s late-night phone calls that he traveled from Westchester to the Newhouse home to console his friend.

Si’s doldrums may be explained by the pressures he was facing at home. Sam Newhouse had long gravitated toward Si’s younger brother, Donald, who embraced the family’s nose-to-the-grindstone work ethic and rarely rebelled. Si, meanwhile, fought with his father over everything from his grades at Horace Mann to his subscription to PM, a left-wing pro-labor newspaper published in New York City that Sam, an ardent capitalist, worried would corrupt his son. In letters to Lowenstein, written when he was sixteen years old, Si repeatedly describes his efforts to free himself of Sam’s expectations, writing at one point, “S.I.N. Hopes Once and For All To Rid Self of Family Influence.” (Si used his monogram, “S.I.N.,” to refer to himself.) Si, who throughout his life could be opaque to the point of obscurity, expressed himself in these letters using a format he knew well: each missive is designed like the front page of a newspaper, complete with headlines. “WAR DECLARED,” reads one, referring to a titanic fight between Si and Sam. “Mother, Father Intent on Crushing Newfound Liberalism and ‘PM Influence’ . . . ‘Social Position Too High,’ They Say! S.I.N., Shocked, Will Fight Back.” According to the letters, Sam blamed Lowenstein for Si’s middling marks in class and demanded that his son cut off the friendship, calling Lowenstein a “leftist” who had led Si “onto evil ways.” Si, who wrote that he fought “violently” with his father over the matter, described Sam as “stupid, stubborn, malicious and mean.” It isn’t clear if Sam recognized just how much the friendship meant to his son, who ended at least one of his lengthy notes to Lowenstein with the sign-off, “Love, Si.”

Lowenstein, like Cohn, was a closeted gay man, and it has not been lost on observers that several of Si’s closest adolescent friends were gay. (Another was Sanford Friedman, who became a novelist whose books contained explicitly gay themes.) Si’s sexuality has been a matter of some speculation over the years. Those who suspected he was gay often cited his enthusiasm for art and design, straying into the realm of ugly stereotypes. It is true that, given the time period and the socially conservative family he grew up in, Si may have been disposed to suppress any stirrings of same-sex attraction. But in my research, I found no evidence that Si ever pursued a gay liaison or expressed interest in one. Graydon Carter recalled that Patricia McCallum, who later married the actor Michael York, dated Si when she was single in the 1960s. Graydon asked Pat, “How was Si in bed?” Her reply: “Fantastic.”

In 1945, with college on the horizon, Si was hopeful for the academic and social validation of an Ivy League acceptance, setting his sights on Harvard. But his academic performance at Horace Mann was middling, and he was rejected not only by Harvard, but Cornell, too. It was yet another moment that showcased the limits of the Newhouses’ privilege: at the time, Cornell was considered such a safe bet for wealthy private-school boys that Si had prematurely shared his plans to go there in his Horace Mann yearbook. The rejection left him reeling. Spurned by these elite institutions, Si instead matriculated at Syracuse University in upstate New York, a second-tier college in a town where his father owned two newspapers and a radio station.* As an undergraduate, Si wrote for the campus paper under the nom de plume of “Si Mason.” But he did not relish his time at Syracuse, and he eventually asked his father if he could abandon his studies and go work at the family’s newspapers. When Sam relented, Si left without a degree. He did, however, leave with the prospects of a wife.


SI FIRST SPOTTED JANE FRANKE across the room at a Syracuse frat party. She was laughing in a friendly, uninhibited manner, and sitting on another man’s lap. “I didn’t feel the least bit embarrassed,” Jane recalled decades later, “and that appealed to him.” They were soon going steady, watching foreign films together and attending nights at the opera. “I felt as if I were Bette Davis’ boyfriend,” Si wrote to Jane after one date in 1948, signing off with “Love.” By the end of 1950, they were engaged.

Jane was a middle-class girl from Westchester County, where her father, Chester Frankenstein, ran an auto parts dealership. According to Jane, Mitzi avoided telling friends about her daughter-in-law’s maiden name “because it was so shocking.” (Jane shortened it to “Franke” at the suggestion of a school guidance counselor.) The couple married at the Waldorf-Astoria in March 1951; a rabbi performed the ceremony, though Jane accessorized with an ivory-bound Bible covered in clusters of white orchids, perhaps a nod to the family’s assimilationist aspirations. Si and Jane later sent out a holiday card: “To Mommie + Father,” it read. “Merry Christmas.”

The couple moved around as Si apprenticed at his father’s newspapers, including stints in Portland, Oregon, and Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, before settling at 1185 Park Avenue, the luxurious address Mitzi had deemed “practically in Harlem.” Three children—Sam III, Wynn, and Pamela—were born in quick succession. Si, however, was growing restless. Jane was happy to stay home with the kids, but Si liked the nightlife; soon, they were regulars at the 21 Club, El Morocco, and the Copacabana, dining alongside Broadway stars and gossip columnists like Walter Winchell. Around this time, Si reconnected with Roy Cohn, who, after the disgrace of the Army-McCarthy hearings, had made his way back into New York power circles. Roy and Si began going on double dates, sometimes with Roy’s on-again, off-again girlfriend, Barbara Walters; on family vacations in Florida, the Newhouse kids played cards with “Uncle Roy.” But Cohn was also subtly driving a wedge between Si and Jane, suggesting to Si that, given his family fortune, he could aim higher for a spouse.

The end of the marriage came abruptly—in a manner that foreshadowed Si’s notorious style of firing editors at Condé Nast. Jane, by her recollection, had traveled with friends to the 1958 Brussels World’s Fair, but Si declined to accompany her. When Jane returned to her hotel one night, there was a cable waiting from her husband: he wanted to split up. Jane was stunned. She flew back and the two briefly reconciled, but Si eventually hired a divorce lawyer: Roy Cohn. “We weren’t meant to be together,” Jane told me, as we chatted in the sprawling apartment at 1185 Park where she and Si once lived. (Jane kept the apartment in the divorce and never moved out.) She showed no signs of bitterness, even noting that Si became a more doting father after their split, playing with their children most days after work. But Jane partially attributed the marriage’s collapse to Cohn, for encouraging her husband to seek out a glitzier lifestyle than the one she preferred. Si, she recalled, “wanted to squeeze everything into his life.” The couple were no longer living together in 1959 when the Newhouses purchased Condé Nast, but she recalled feeling happy for Si when she heard the news.

“He loved magazines,” Jane said. “That’s where he got his thrills.”


CONDÉ NAST TURNED OUT to be the greatest gift that Sam could have bought for his wayward son.

Si had been visiting Newhouse newspapers since he was a child, but in his first forays into the workforce, he showed little acumen for the job. Colleagues viewed him as ineffective and uninterested in daily journalism; he alienated the blue-collar staff of the Newark Star-Ledger by wearing monogrammed shirts. The daughter of a longtime Newhouse executive remembered that Si would shut his office door and chat on the phone with Mitzi for hours; when Si was urged to focus on his work, he’d reply, “I have to finish with my mother.” His brother, Donald, meanwhile, married a woman whom Sam and Mitzi adored, and moved into the apartment at 730 Park directly below his parents. “If I asked Donald to jump off a bridge for me, he would do it,” Sam once told a colleague. “If I asked Si to do it, he’d turn away from me.” One evening, when the family was dining together at 730 Park, Si insisted on being served a different entrée from the rest of his relatives. From the head of the table, Sam uttered wryly, “Si gets whatever he wants.”

“Mitzi gave him better treatment than she gave her own husband,” recalled Jane, who witnessed the exchange. “He was a little bit jealous. It was a little bit sad.”

Si’s spending habits became a source of family tension. In 1962, Sam rebuked his son for the sin of charging eleven dollars’ worth of shaving cream ($115 in today’s dollars) to his expense account. When Si asked his father for a Jaguar sports car, Sam was so frustrated that he dispatched a deputy to tell his son to buy a cheaper American vehicle instead. “When you grow up with a mother like that who is so focused on you, you’re bound to pick up her taste and her preoccupations,” Si’s daughter, Pamela Mensch, told me. “Early on, he got very dependent on having an affluent sort of life.”

Indeed, Si came by his snobbery honestly. For years, Mitzi employed a personal assistant she referred to as Alice “Hee-gahnz,” pronounced with a continental flourish. Her grandchildren assumed that Alice was European, maybe German or French. They only discovered later that the woman was an American and her name was Alice Higgins—a mundane moniker that Mitzi evidently demanded she elevate for appearances. This obsession with status only accelerated after Sam purchased Condé Nast. In June 1964, Mitzi reached the pinnacle: Vogue’s “People Are Talking About . . .” column, a regular feature that purported to keep readers abreast of society trends. That week’s readers were greeted with a formal Cecil Beaton photograph of Mrs. Samuel I. Newhouse, “a woman of astonishing energies . . . with a feeling for the amenities of life.” Vogue depicted Mitzi as a philanthropist with passions for French furniture and Dixieland jazz; nowhere did it mention that she was married to the owner.

Nineteen sixty-four was also the year that a different Newhouse found his place at Condé Nast. In a mix of pragmatism and desperation, Sam appointed Si as Vogue’s publisher. Sam had always relied on his relatives to oversee many of his media properties; at one point, dozens of Newhouses were employed across different components of the company. Somebody had to take care of the magazines, and Sam figured it made sense for Si, given his Mitzi-like interest in art and design, to start learning that side of the business. In reality, Sam considered the Vogue job beneath the rank of his eldest son. Vogue was supposed to be a waystation for Si before he applied himself to more important matters, like the family newspapers—a respite for a stubborn child who had gotten lost in life and was grasping for purpose.

But Si was besotted by the world of Vogue and the fascinating characters who inhabited it. It was the first time that he had found a role in his father’s empire that he relished, where he did not feel woefully out of place. The cover of Vogue’s October 15, 1964, issue featured an Irving Penn photograph of a pouty model, her head encased in a satin bonnet studded with glittered flowers. The headlines touted features on “Balenciaga: The Big Excitement” and “7 Top Diets Explored and Rated by Vogue.” Inside, next to the table of contents, an almost imperceptible change had been made to the masthead. In tiny type, the words “Publisher: S. I. Newhouse, Jr.” appeared for the first time.

Si’s ascent had begun.



* Syracuse may have been a disappointing outcome for Si, but the school certainly benefited: the Newhouses have gone on to gift more than $100 million to the university, which is home to the S. I. Newhouse School of Public Communications, one of the country’s leading journalism programs. Horace Mann has barely received any money from the family.
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The Silver Fox

For all the tectonic change sweeping American society in the 1960s, it was a relatively quiescent time at Condé Nast, which had the atmosphere of a women’s finishing school when Si Newhouse began working there. The well-heeled and well-coiffed women who populated the halls often referred to the place as “the Eighth Sister,” a nod to the elite all-female Seven Sisters colleges that routinely sent their graduates into the company’s lower ranks. Inside the Deco-style Graybar Building, Condé’s Midtown Manhattan headquarters astride Grand Central Terminal, it was common to see Vogue editors in white gloves and silk veils wielding Cartier cigarette holders at their desks, where the typewriters were customized with an acute accent key so that memos and letters could spell “Condé” with the correct French flair.

Characters like Baron Nicolas de Gunzburg, the reed-thin, exquisitely clothed Parisian fashion editor who may or may not have squandered a family fortune (no one quite knew where the money was from, or had gone), spent afternoons leafing through imported copies of Le Monde. Cecil Beaton might wander by holding a bird in a cage. Conversations in Russian and French floated through the hallway and junior editors regularly retreated to the swimming pool at the nearby Shelton Hotel for a lunchtime dip. Vogue was edited by, and primarily for, an insular class of socialites and fashion industry professionals. Compared to behemoths like Life and Newsweek, its reach was small—by design. At one point, the magazine quashed an effort to attract new readers, reasoning that if circulation expanded, so too would production costs, and then niche retailers like Harry Winston might not be able to afford to buy ads.

Si changed all this. Within twenty-five years of his arrival, Condé Nast would be transformed from a clubby little business to the imperious steward of global brands like Vanity Fair, GQ, Architectural Digest, and Allure. Si founded powerful new magazines and, taking a cue from his father, purchased and revived struggling rivals, including The New Yorker. He recruited Tina Brown and Anna Wintour and hired hyperaggressive salesmen to corner the market in luxury advertising. Condé went from a publishing laggard to the center of the culture-making industry. And Si remade himself from a feckless scion into an esteemed patron, splashing out millions to hire the country’s finest writers and photographers and filling his town house with blue-chip works by Johns, Rauschenberg, and Rothko.
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