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			Introduction

			Vogue magazine started, like so many great things do, in the spare room of someone’s house. But unlike other such makeshift projects that flare up then fizzle away, Vogue burned itself on to our cultural consciousness. 

			Since the late nineteenth century it has been the blueprint for a popular magazine, a pioneer of beautiful living. Today, over 125 years later, Vogue spans 25 territories, claims an international print readership of 24.9 million monthly, 113.6 million online users monthly and 118.7 million followers across channels. Uncontested market leader for over a century, it is one of the most recognisable brands on the globe and a multimillion money-making machine. It is not just a fashion magazine, it is the establishment. A bible. But what, and more importantly who, has made Vogue such an enduring success?

			Focusing on the three most important editions – American Vogue, the original and still the seat of power; British Vogue, the second office opened and the second most influential edition; and Vogue Paris, which represents France’s legacy as the birthplace of couture – we’ll trace a legendary organisation from its inception as a New York gossip rag, to the sleek corporate behemoth we know now. Providing a biography of Vogue in every sense of the word we will be taken on a ride through three centuries and two world wars, witness plunging failures and blinding successes, experiencing the dizzying journey of a magazine and those who made it. For the Vogue narrative is incomplete without its colourful cast, a unique set of personalities – from editors to owners – who left their personal legacies imprinted in the pages. From the snobbish founder Arthur Turnure, to the rapacious businessman Condé Montrose Nast, to Mitzi Newhouse, the pretty billionaire housewife who induced her husband to buy Vogue on a whim over breakfast, each had a different agenda. The editors were just as memorable. Among them was a decorated war hero who’d been in the French Resistance and the daughter of Hollywood royalty who grew up in a pink palace. The editorial staff were an unruly, hugely varied, visionary bunch who deserve to be brought back to life, as do the Vogue photographers. From Horst P. Horst to Cecil Beaton to Helmut Newton, they were sometimes vicious, sometimes precious, always geniuses. Yet the ever-present tussle for power between the boardroom and the editorial departments reveals the tricky interplay between creativity and commerce. 

			The Vogue universe is even richer than one could dream of. Some of the lore includes: Vogue’s invention of the catwalk during WWI; a scandal in the 1920s when the British editor, a notorious lesbian, seduced her secretary away from her husband; the French editor dancing with the devil in occupied Paris, pulling extraordinary tricks to stop Vogue assets being seized by the Nazis; and a slew of drug-related rumours which forced a sober editor to complete a stint in rehab in the 1980s. Vogue could be a cruel mistress, and stories of brutal firings reverberate throughout its history. But the opposite has also been true. Rewards for favourites have included solid gold coins and free houses. 

			Now, especially with social media at play, Vogue editors-in-chief have become celebrities in their own right. No longer fashion commentators, they are full-on cultural icons. Anna Wintour, editor-in-chief of American Vogue, has reigned supreme for thirty-two years, her fearsome, almighty presence felt by everyone in the sector and beyond. Just as famous is her flame-haired colleague, creative director Grace Coddington, who plays the darling to Wintour’s despot. 

			The British office inspires no less furore. The red-hot debate ignited by Alexandra Shulman’s resignation as editor-in-chief in 2017 was fanned into full-blown flames when Edward Enninful, the Ghanaian former male model and stylist, was named her successor, raising the question over whether fashion can – or should – be an agent of social change. 

			The 2017 death of Vogue owner Samuel Irving Newhouse Jr has also served to shine the spotlight on Vogue’s past, fuelling speculation of its future. Two Hollywood blockbusters have been based on Newhouse’s flagship titles: The Devil Wears Prada in 2006 and How to Lose Friends & Alienate People in 2008. This adulation, veneration, rumour and gossip only underline what has been true for the last hundred years: people want to hear more and still more about Vogue. 

			Glossy is the story of passion and power, dizzying fortune and out-of-this-world fashion, of ingenuity and opportunism, frivolity and malice. It is the story of Vogue. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Once Upon a Time in Old New York . . .

			Early Vogue as a Home-grown Gazette

			The Gentleman Founder

			The best stories tend to rely on a fairy godmother to wave her magic wand, but in real life, a well-placed parent can do the trick. This rings especially true for the United States of America, where people like to make their own luck. It was winter in New York and snowfall was coating the steel skeletons of the skyscrapers; they had just started going up in the 1880s. Brand-new department stores like Macy’s were conjuring up exquisite Christmas store fronts to lure in shoppers. Factories in the suburbs smoked away, US exports zipped out of the harbour. The place we’d come to call The City That Never Sleeps was already bursting with action. And so was Arthur Turnure. He was preparing to launch his daughter into society and Vogue, as he had christened her, embodied the qualities of the perfect debutante. She was pretty, eloquent and informed. 

			Across Manhattan, polite society madams, misses and gentlemen were eager to welcome her into their homes, introduce her to their neighbours and see what the fashionable little beauty had to say for herself. Those born into privilege are often well positioned for success and Vogue was no different, for her advantages in life came courtesy of her very aristocratic father. Turnure was a well-connected gentleman about town, charming, portly, enthusiastic and cosmopolitan – and much of the city’s anticipation to meet Vogue came down to his popularity. Even the daily press, aware of the surrounding furore, heralded her approach. ‘One of the principal debutantes of the week will be Vogue who will be introduced next Saturday under the chaperonage of Arthur Turnure’,1 a bulletin decreed. New York held its breath. 

			The first edition of Vogue hit newsstands across America on 17 December 1892. Priced at ten cents and aptly featuring a debutante on the cover, illustrated by A. B. Wenzel and printed in black and white, the inaugural issue is still stylish. A coy but hesitant smile plays on the face of the deb, who holds in one hand a bouquet of flowers, while with the other she lifts the hem of her gown. Her shoulders are slanted and one foot points forward, as though she is caught mid-step. Her waist is tiny, her cleavage open, her dark bodice offset by the frilly lace garlanding the neckline. Her sleeves are puffed out and topped with bows, her gloves are of the long, evening-dress variety and fluttering around her are a flock of butterflies. Above her, at the top of the cover, the word VOGUE is spelled out on an ornate banner. On either side is a classical muse, one representing harmony and beauty, the other literary tradition, which are accompanied by Grecian columns and a tangle of white blossoms. 

			Turnure’s opening letter to his readers ran: 

			The definite object [of this enterprise] is the establishment of a dignified authentic journal of society, fashion and the ceremonial side of life.2

			These are the laws which have arguably governed Vogue ever since. A love of beauty, pomp and style are clear, but Turnure’s edict means more than just this. In chronicling the life of high society, their ballgowns and their balls, Turnure must have believed – accurately enough – that the general public would also be hankering to read of goings-on in New York’s upper echelons. As one of the few publishers who belonged to that lofty strata of society, he was well placed to gather insider knowledge. Not for nothing would Vogue be dubbed the magazine ‘written by the smart set, for the smart set’.3 

			Arthur Baldwin Turnure, born in 1857, was a native New Yorker. Descended from the original Dutch settlers of the city (known as Knickerbockers), Turnure belonged to the elite whose families had bought up vast swathes of Manhattan and Newport, then sat on the fortune and watched it appreciate for generations. Here was a man perfectly placed to give Vogue entrée to the fashionable world. As the only son of old money, Arthur Turnure followed the expected path to an Ivy League college. He graduated from Princeton in 1876 and practised law rather indifferently, before packing it in to address his true passions: typography, publishing and print. For a while he was the art director of Harper & Brothers (now HarperCollins) before branching out on his own, launching two lavishly illustrated art magazines and founding the New York Grolier Club alongside eight friends, which to this day caters to the bibliophiles of America. Little wonder that Turnure became known by the fitting sobriquet ‘type-mad Princeton grad.’4 By his mid-thirties he had tried his hand at a number of publishing roles, some successful, some less so. Yet his zenith was still to come. Few could have imagined his next project would become not only an international fashion bible, but one of the most famous magazines in history.

			Turnure had all the shortcomings of a real gentleman. Photos show a heavy-set man with a barrel chest and square jaw, although his charming manner led him to be considered handsome. He was a sociable man who liked a good time and took financial risks – a combination some might call dangerous, and one that would certainly come back to haunt his family after his death. 

			That is not to say Turnure was all entitlement and idleness. Although he was an ardent elitist, he scorned bad language and remaining accounts underline his gallantry. A zealous and outspoken supporter of women’s rights, he believed in women’s suffrage, backed the movement and made a point of always giving women fair employment at his magazines. Indeed, Art Interchange and Vogue set a precedent for women as editors. Women were even allowed rare managerial power over male employees. Unusually, Turnure’s female staff were sufficiently well paid so they could support themselves without need of a husband. When one of his employees left her spouse she was able to sustain herself and her young child, and hire help on Turnure’s wages. An extraordinary luxury in the 1900s. 

			There was also a humanity in Turnure. Once, when Woolman Chase, a young staffer, was severely ill, he broke all convention by venturing to the run-down boarding house she was living in at the time. When her landlady informed Woolman Chase her employer was downstairs, she almost fainted in terror, thinking she was about to be fired. Instead she found Turnure in the parlour, looking shell-shocked, with a jar of homemade soup on his knees. ‘My wife and I thought you might find it more nourishing than your boarding house fare,’5 he explained shyly. Though this seems like a small gesture, it was an act that defied the extremely strict boundaries of New York society. 

			Old Money vs New Money

			By the Gilded Age, the old-monied New Yorkers had become bound together by intricate family ties. They lived huddled on the newly minted Fifth Avenue where they built their urban châteaux and occupied brownstones that author Edith Wharton described as coating the city of New York like cold chocolate sauce.6 Yet the world around them was changing. Eighteen years prior to the birth of Vogue, a party was held that would go down in history as a bad omen. The event in question – later dubbed the Bouncer’s Ball – was a fancydress dance hosted at Delmonico’s, the hottest spot in town. The list of invitees for the ball included both old money and new money, a wild move since to mix the groups had hitherto been sacrilege. Little did Delmonico’s know their gutsy combination of New York nobility and brash rich newcomers would spark a social war. 

			The Old New Yorkers were sickened to suddenly find themselves square-dancing side by side with the Bouncers (their nickname for new money), whom they saw as arrivistes with no roots in or right to New York City. One prominent lady went as far as to darkly prophesise that one’s place in society would no longer be a case of birthright and would soon be judged by who has the more millions instead.7 This turned out to be a shrewd prediction, for the nouveaux riches – these tycoons from the Midwest, the Vanderbilts, Carnegies, Fricks and Mellons – were often far, far richer and more dynamic than their old-money counterparts, presiding over estates so big they stretched across state lines, far into America and beyond the limits of imagination. Now, having struck gold with railways and steel mines, they were pouring into New York to conquer the final American frontier – not just Manhattan, but fashionable living itself. Since there could be no peerage in the republic of America, it made sense that the sum of a family’s fortune would come to dictate social standing. Without the rigid European institutions of rank to shut out hopefuls, the upper echelons were susceptible to infiltration by any upstart who’d gone and made a killing. In the years following the Bouncer’s Ball, the Old New Yorkers’ anxieties about new money began to spiral. Somebody had to do something, so the Mrs Astor became the self-appointed guardian of Old New York, their customs and their caprices.

			Born Caroline Webster Schermerhorn, Mrs Astor was a million-heiress in her own right. Having raised her five children, she began casting around for something new to do and decided her true calling lay in protecting the established hierarchy from the simmering hordes of parvenus clamouring to get in. A dark, forceful, bullish woman, Mrs Astor was already in her forties and still subscribed to po-faced Victorian severity. Straddling two of the most important families in the city, her position in society was guaranteed and she promised to be a formidable gatekeeper. In 1892, the same year Vogue launched, it was announced to the press that the Astor brownstone mansion on Fifth Avenue could only accommodate 400 people in its ballroom. This room capacity meant those who were invited by the formidable hostess would be the crème de la crème of New York. How better to keep the newcomers away than to literally shut them out of the best parties? Soon enough, the number became a nickname and the Four Hundred came to symbolise the limit of who the traditional status quo were prepared to recognise as socially relevant. 

			An ally of Mrs Astor’s was Arthur Turnure. One of the Four Hundred himself, he was among those looking for ways to reinforce the class divide. His opening ‘Statement’ in the first issue of Vogue is loaded with meaning, by turns flattering the Old New Yorkers while hinting at the inferiority of the monied Bouncers and the outdated European nobility: 

			American society enjoys the distinction of being the most progressive in the world; the most salutary and the most beneficent. It is quick to discern, quick to receive and quick to condemn. It is untrammelled by a degraded and immutable nobility. It has in the highest degree an aristocracy founded in reason and developed in natural order.8

			He hammers the point home by adding, ‘the magazine’s wielding force is the social idea.’9 He proceeded to fill the pages with stories, profiles and illustrations of his friends from the Four Hundred. Bouncers were not featured. In a sense he was bringing his skills as a publisher to the class war, stepping on the Bouncers’ fingers as they tried to scale the social ladder, reinforcing in the eyes of the public who really ran the town. 

			Turnure touched his millionaire Manhattanite friends to help finance Vogue. There were 250 names in 1892 on the original shareholder list including all the oldest city titans such as Astor, Stuyvesant, Heckscher, Whitney, Van Rensselaer, Cuyler and Ronalds, who came together to ensure Vogue was born with a silver spoon in its mouth. They also formed the foundation of an exclusive subscriber list that would carry Vogue’s reputation through rocky financial years. 

			One might say Vogue started life as the vehicle for a petty quarrel between the rich and the rich. Or that the pages were full of gossip and the proprietor a snob. But that wouldn’t be fair. Vogue’s conception is as much a result of positive drives as warring factions. Vogue became Turnure’s passion, he almost bankrupted his family to keep it going. Vogue was also a magazine produced by women in a time when ladies weren’t supposed to work. When Vogue appeared on newsstands, it wasn’t just an ego stroke to the status quo, it was a joyful, aspirational read for the middle classes. From the start Vogue was too big an idea to serve one ideal. Whatever else, it was the foresight, perspicacity, vitality and steely nerve of Turnure and the early editors that has become the mark of Vogue’s staff today. 

			The class-driven turbulence which shook infant Vogue shows exactly how much goes on behind the glossy pages. There would always be a complicated web of relationships, politics and belief systems pulling invisible strings behind the scenes. The intrigues of Vogue have all the makings of a classic Astor ball: glittering people wearing devilishly expensive garb, elite, prestigious, sought-after, secretive. Now there’s one key difference: we’re all invited. And it’s time to dive between the pages.

			Inside the Early Issues

			There were a number of other factors that contributed to Vogue’s early success in regards to readership. Towards the end of the nineteenth century, great changes were afoot in America. It was a time of great expansion, growing patriotism and mass industrialisation, though nothing was quite as big as the new fortunes being made. During the last three decades of the century, previously unpopulated territories were finally filled up, a ruling class emerged and a flood of ‘new immigrants’ nearly engulfed the continent. 

			In this very fertile landscape Vogue, like many of her contempor­aries, had a decent chance of thriving. But several clever decisions at the outset singled her out. For one, although the general public increasingly consumed the written word, quality monthly magazines like Harper’s and Scribner’s were priced beyond their means and edited beyond their understanding.10 At the other end of the scale stood the cheap weeklies and pulp fictions, which were poorly produced and sensationalist.11 By making Vogue a high-quality weekly journal, Turnure found his audience. With one paper he seduced two social groups: middle-class readers would buy it so they could finally see what the rich and distinguished were up to and upper-class readers would buy it to feed their egos. 

			The elegant French appellation also served the publication well. Not only did the foreign word ‘Vogue’ allude to sophisticated Europe, but the insinuation of Paris, capital of couture fashion, was irresistible. In a study of fifty women’s magazines of the nineteenth century, twenty-seven used the word ‘lady’ in the title, while the remaining twenty-three used the word ‘house’ or ‘home’ (such as Ladies’ Home Journal) or ‘the fair sex’ (such as Amusements for the Fair Sex).12 Vogue would have stood out on the shelf, beguiling and novel. 

			Still, Vogue was not an entirely commercial endeavour. It may have been Turnure’s magnum opus, but it was also a serious power play; even a cursory glance at the first issue of Vogue reflects the founding father’s social connections. There are pages full of imminent parties under ‘Coming Events’ which read like private invitations. Some give no clues whatever regarding the nature of the event: ‘Mrs. John Lawrence, 33 West Seventeenth Street’13 or ‘Mrs. F. H. Betts, 78 Irving Place. Thursdays until Lent’.14 The right sort of reader will understand. Others deign to provide a little more information: ‘Mrs. Charles G. Francklyn, N. Washington Square. Dance for the younger set’15 or, ‘Mrs. Anson Phelps Stokes. Dinner, followed by cotillon’.16 

			The ‘Vogue Society Supplement’ provides more detail of past events, giving blow-by-blow accounts of dinners, bulked out with name-dropping. An account of the Prince of Wales runs thus: ‘[he] is looking anything but well. I saw him the other day, and was particularly struck by the curious appearance of his eyes. The white of the eye at one corner is quite obscured by a dull red film; and his hands also, usually so “well groomed,” look dull and heavy in texture’.17 In fact the Prince of Wales was already dead in December 1892 when Vogue came out, having succumbed the previous January. There is style advice, though Vogue was conceived as a society gazette and hadn’t yet taken shape as a fashion magazine. One double page ­entitled ‘Floral Garniture’ dispenses absurdist commentary such as: ‘the fashion of wearing dozens of roses has passed, and it is doubtful if it will ever be revived’.18 Meanwhile an article on slippers advises: ‘with full ball costume they [the slippers] are finished only with the tiniest of buckles’.19 Best of all is a memorandum concerning a fad for red umbrellas: ‘The fin de siècle girl is quick to take an idea, and this fashion of carrying an umbrella which will cast a rosy becoming color on a dull day is clever in the extreme.’20

			Just as it had not yet become a fashion magazine, Vogue had not yet become a women’s magazine. This early incarnation featured plenty for male readers including ‘As Seen by Him’, and ‘Le Bon Oncle d’Amérique’, a fiction series in which a man living in Paris on his American uncle’s dime indulges in all sorts of tomfoolery with French girls. 

			Other features include meandering discussions on literature and a feature called ‘London’, supposedly from their correspondent in that city. The column opens with: ‘Dogs are the fashionable fad of the moment. Every one who is any one goes about esquired by a canine “follower” and even “church parade” in the park on Sunday is given over to the vagaries of these four-footed types de monde’.21 This sort of content hotchpotch endured for years. An early employee described Vogue as having ‘a certain nonchalance about it . . . we once illustrated a love story of a girl on an army post with drawings of plump, belligerent trout on hooks’.22

			As one might expect from a nineteenth-century journal, the writing is stuffy, muddled and overly elaborate. Descriptions of the fashions are never beside the correct illustrations and are sometimes missing altogether. The layout is haphazard: one editor’s letter is flanked by an unfinished piece of fiction, a joke and a gloriously random rhyming couplet, ‘Hearts may sometimes rule the land, But diamonds often win a hand’.23 

			Even if this Vogue seems incomprehensible now, certain qualities typical of the brand shine through. There is a reverence attached to wealth and luxury, as well as a sense of what is and isn’t fashionable, whether this be clothes, cutlery or hair clips. Even some of the advertisers are the same: Tiffany & Co., Veuve Clicquot and Perrier Jouët all bought space in the first issue, occasionally sitting in questionable company next to Marsh Mallow Hair Tonic or Allcock’s Porous Plasters. It is in some ways comforting to note that the habits of the ultra-rich haven’t changed all that much. The London correspondent writing of the pampered poodle: ‘It has, moreover, a trunk all to itself, duly marked with its own initials, in which are collected its multitudinous array of ribbons of all hues and designs, its different bangles for its different legs, and its variety of collars to suit all occasions’,24 sounds remarkably similar to Paris Hilton’s famously pampered chihuahuas!

			If a lot of the content of Vogue seems buddy-buddy, requiring insider knowledge of ‘who’s hot’ and ‘who’s not’, that’s because it was largely put together by the well-born friends of Turnure. In her memoir Always In Vogue, Edna Woolman Chase – who began as a temp and finished as editor-in-chief – describes the set-up as informal and non-professional, with contributors more likely to be friends of the editor than chosen for their literary repute. 

			To those used to the glossy, exquisitely art-directed product of today, the first Vogue may seem a little grey and chaotic by comparison. Yet it was largely the prestigious staff members, not the content itself, that brokered Vogue’s early reputation. Readers everywhere wanted to hear from members of the famous Four Hundred, caring little for what exactly they said. And despite his choice of seemingly inexperienced contributors, Turnure knew that an office bursting with blue bloods was necessary to create a certain status for Vogue and he also knew he had to acquire a supervisor for them who could run the place with vision and proficiency. As a result, his founding editor was a happy exception to the rest of his decorative personnel. 

			An accomplished journalist, Josephine Redding shared Turnure’s love of the print medium and had made herself known as both a writer and editor across numerous publications. She had already worked with Turnure as an editor at Art Interchange and would later become its owner. She was from his social circle, though this downplays her expertise. Redding was a tremendous asset to Turnure and Vogue will carry her legacy for ever. Turnure and his team had been unable to fix upon a title and they turned in desperation to this formidable journalist. It wasn’t until they were at a showy affair during which they were expected to announce the name that Josephine Redding appeared, brandishing a dictionary where she’d underlined the word ‘vogue’.25 It was exactly what Turnure had been looking for. 

			That was a strong start for Redding. Once she became editor-in-chief, Turnure was demoted to a lowly employee in her eyes and treated accordingly (Redding disliked men overall). Her eccentricities did not stop there. She wore a broad-brim hat even when she was sick in bed (a fact that led to endless gossip and excitable speculation in the office26) and learned to cycle at night in the dark. She wrote many provocative editorials which fell decidedly outside the remit of Vogue, including pieces on women’s suffrage, racism and animal rights. This last was a particular favourite and she made it a habit to fill endless spreads with accounts of the lives of various wild beasts and cattle. She was so charmed by a dinner guest’s tale of growing up with a pet goose that she commissioned an artist to produce an illustration of this and duly published it in Vogue without any context.27 Her column ‘Concerning Animals’ managed to survive in American Vogue until the 1940s. 

			Redding’s contributions show signs that the earliest version of Vogue had multiple dimensions, extending beyond reviews of balls and scandalmongering. Many of her favoured topics toned down the elitism of the other features, rendering early Vogue accessible to a wider audience. And although her love for animals and feminist causes made the magazine more approachable, there were other measures she implemented that addressed readers outside of high society. ‘Smart Fashions for Limited Incomes’ tacitly acknowledged not all the subscribers were rolling in it. Redding also promoted the idea of Vogue patterns, thus admitting that a portion of their audience had to make their own clothes at home. 

			Redding’s egalitarian outlook balanced Turnure’s snobbism, though her content never alienated the New York socialites Vogue claimed to predominantly cater to. It was Redding who created the blueprint for an aspirational paper by ensuring a delicate balance of content appealing across classes, thus extending Vogue’s reach. It might be picked up by anyone from the modern female suffragist, to the working milliner girl, to a general’s pampered new bride, if they heard Mrs Astor was reading it. Although it established itself on newsstands thanks to Turnure’s connections to the Four Hundred, it became a faithful mirror of ‘the society and fashions of the nineties,’28 thanks to Redding and when she chose to retire in 1901, Vogue was left rudderless.

			After Redding’s departure Turnure took the entire assembly and editorship of the periodical upon himself, on top of advertising and business duties, with his junior staff sticking in articles they fancied willy-nilly. He was badly in need of a new leading lady. Casting around within his inner circle for a contender for the job, he alighted on an eminently likeable personage whom he picked even though she was a female golfer with no prior publishing experience. Marie Harrison was Turnure’s sister-in-law and though she had none of Redding’s know-how, between them Turnure and Harrison managed to cobble together Vogue for every print run. What she lacked in skill she made up by building a good rapport with Turnure’s other ingénues, showing good leadership. This might have been enough to carry the magazine if only there were other serious journalists on the team, but again, the problem was a dearth of competent writers and well-heeled ad men. 

			The lax atmosphere went beyond the posh staff. A big problem was that Turnure had no idea how to make money. When illustrations of dresses were printed, the names of the dressmakers were often omitted, so they couldn’t target the businesses and sell them ads. Although Turnure was capable of using his connections to get exclusive scoops – such as seeing the trousseau of Consuelo Vanderbilt before her marriage of the century to the 9th Duke of Marlborough – he had no idea how to leverage this into increased profits. 

			Just as Turnure was beginning to despair, the inexperienced Tom McCready was recommended by a mutual acquaintance. McCready swaggered in and managed to net himself the job as advertising manager of a magazine with virtually no ads. He asked for $9 a week, Turnure promised him a handsome $20. When his first cheque came, it was for $25 – Turnure liked to play such pleasant surprises on his staff. McCready, though barely twenty, was not all talk. He and Turnure began teasing out a pioneering strategy for Vogue, planning to abolish selling ads by the line – as was the custom – and instead offer blocks of ad space for a cheaper price. This would encourage advertisers to make the page their own by using the space liberally, providing their own illustrations to boot. If the adverts were beautiful and aesthetic, it saved Vogue the expense of producing imagery in-house. Unfortunately, they never got to witness the long-term outcomes of this approach, for their ‘just about getting by’ state of affairs was about to end. 

			In 1906, Turnure suddenly died and Vogue went on life support. After Turnure’s death it became apparent that the journal had been making a considerable loss. Editor Marie Harrison and junior Edna Woolman Chase clung on, determined not to let Vogue go under, as it was the bread and butter of Turnure’s widow and his young son.29 Though Harrison never managed to recapture Vogue’s earliest glory or even adapt to changing times, she did maintain the interest of their richest readers. This illustrious subscriber base, in turn, caught the attention of a publishing entrepreneur who had been waiting patiently in the wings. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			The Second Act

			Arrival of Condé Nast: Building a Publishing Empire 

			The Invisible Man Appears

			Before Condé Montrose Nast became a corporate entity with over a hundred magazines churned out monthly under his name, he was a man who fell head over heels. The object of his affections was a comely little number he encountered at a newsagent’s one day and he would not rest till he got his hands on her. Their chance meeting sparked a love affair that would consume his life and last till his death. Her name, as you might suspect, was Vogue.

			The magazine had been on Nast’s radar for some time; he was on the hunt for an upmarket periodical and although Vogue was losing some of her sparkle, she still had her valuable ties to society. He had already approached Turnure the year before his death, expressing interest in buying him out30 and after the painful discovery of Turnure’s mountainous debts, he approached the widow.31 This time, Turnure’s widow agreed the family were not equipped to carry on running the magazine alone. It had taken four years until the time was right for Nast to put his long-awaited masterplan into action. 

			When Condé Montrose Nast finally bought Vogue in 1909, it was a ramshackle little firm squeezed into a couple of boxy rooms, its staff scribbling peacefully on cheap furniture bought wholesale from office-equipment shops.32 He slid into their lives almost as though he materialised from thin air. Keen to preserve his anonymity at the offices, then located on 24th Street, he picked a room with a separate entrance so no one would see him coming in or going out.33 Although his name slipped on to the contents page, printed just below ‘The Vogue Company’ and just above editor Marie Harrison, no other indication was given in the magazine that it had changed hands. There was no announcement in the press and no introductory letter from the new owner. Vogue employees soon nicknamed him the ‘Invisible Man’ and lived in a deadly tension, waiting for the occasional sudden firings he’d dish out and praying they weren’t next. 

			The rumours which trickled down to his nervous personnel painted a daunting picture of Nast as Machiavellian and his staff spent hours in nervous speculation, wondering whether they’d all be out on the streets.34 But, far from planning mass firings, Nast had been burying himself in the revenue streams and profits, fixing his strategy for the future. His love of numbers had always been at the core of his approach to business and it served him just as well at Vogue as it had at his previous position with Collier’s Weekly, where he’d effected his first meteoritic success. 

			Nast, who was most certainly not from an affluent background, had studied law at Georgetown University on a bequest from an aunt. It was there that he met Robert Collier, whose friendship turned out to be worth all the degrees in the world. When he graduated in 1895 with an LL.B. and returned home to St. Louis, Missouri, he made no effort to enter the legal profession and instead became more interested in a family concern. Some of his relatives had a small stake in a printing plant which was on the verge of bankruptcy – and the young graduate Nast wanted to turn it around. 

			He racked his brains for a solution to the plant’s financial woes, to no avail, until he noticed Missourians all around preparing for the yearly St. Louis Exposition. Acting fast, Nast made up a list of businesses that might need printing jobs done for the expo and approached them with a special deal if they ordered from his printing plant.35 It was a complete victory and funds came pouring in. Meanwhile Robert Collier, hearing of his friend’s doings and the unlikely turnaround of the printing plant, paid Nast a visit. Collier’s father owned a flourishing book business, with a floundering magazine attached entitled Collier’s Weekly. In the 1890s this dry publication was full of war photographs, college sports news and paltry fiction. Collier took a long hard look at his old university pal and his promotional work for the plant . . . and offered Nast a job in New York as the advertising manager of Collier’s. He couldn’t have made a shrewder business decision, for it was at Collier’s that Nast’s knack for marketing matured into a full-blown superpower. 

			When a penniless Nast arrived in NYC, he was given a salary of $12 a week and told to increase the magazine’s revenue through any means he saw fit.36 He alighted on a bold strategy, writing an audacious letter to potential clients introducing himself and assuring them that he didn’t want their money. He told them Collier’s was unpopular and overlooked, undervalued and underestimated. He finished up this cryptic piece by asking the proprietor of the business to send him their residence address in order to claim a free subscription, with the final line insinuating big things were coming to Collier’s which they might want to keep an eye on.37 This genius bit of reverse psychology meant the companies and tradesmen he approached had their interest piqued. And as they began to watch Collier’s, it transformed before their eyes. 

			Nast hired top writers, using their credentials to boost readership. He introduced colour photographs, adjusted the design and padded out the content, all to give the paper a more complete, luxurious feel. His other great invention was the concept of limited editions, which he used to drive mass sales. In 1887, Collier’s had a dusty circulation of 19,159 and a total advertising income of $5,600.38 After ten years of Nast’s treatment the circulation had shot up to 568,073 with a revenue of $1 million.39 He would produce detailed accounts and spend hours poring over the data to determine what was and wasn’t working. He went so far as to search for correlations between editorial tweaks and any spikes or drops in income. His pay-off for masterminding all of this was an ever-rising salary, which by 1907 was in excess of $40,000 per annum.40 So grand was this sum that it was heralded in a St. Louis paper as the largest wage ever received by a 35-year-old man and almost that received by the president of the USA.41 At the height of this triumph he went to Robert Collier and resigned. Nast had decided to strike out on his own.

			His next step was to acquire the Home Pattern Company, through which he began franchising patterns for the Ladies’ Home Journal. Still a largely unexploited market, clothing patterns fascinated Nast. Although it did not turn out to be the big break he’d hoped for, it did awaken him to the needs of the female consumer. American maga­zines of the time tended to ignore women. Discovering the female buyer was one of Nast’s lightbulb moments – and it made him mull over other unexploited areas in the market. 

			Another common feature of publishing in the early 1900s was its concentration on mass circulation. Publications aimed to make money by building up their subscribers to a point where local tradesmen would be forced to take out ads. Nast felt there was enormous scope for a journal which catered to a narrower market, giving advertisers direct access to a targeted audience – and who’d be prepared to pay higher rates for the privilege. A weekly focused on hunting, for instance, would be a logical place for rifle-makers to advertise. Women were still a vast group, so he decided to sub­divide them by demographic. What about those looking to target only extremely rich women? Bespoke milliners, specialist shoemakers and fine jewellers had a far greater struggle finding their audience than soap brands. He figured that giving those businesses direct access to the coveted 1 per cent of wealthy America could be a goldmine. He had arrived at his famous formula: the female-centred, class-based, luxury magazine. He explained his philosophy: 

			If you had a tray with two million needles on it and only one hundred and fifty thousand of these had gold tips which you wanted, it would be an endless and costly process to weed them out. . . . but if you could get a magnet that would draw out only the gold ones what a saving!42

			His big idea that anything of high value – grand pianos, emerald brooches, fancy cars – would be best displayed in a magazine read by those with money at their disposal, had crystallised. Now all he needed was to find the quality publication to play guinea pig to this brainwave . . . it was then that his beady eye had fallen upon Vogue, and though it would be years before she became his, he’d found his perfect fit.

			Vogue 2.0

			It took Nast almost a year to evaluate and make changes to Vogue. Untangling the remains of Turnure’s confusing reign took some doing. His challenge was how to create a standardised format out of the mishmash which made up Vogue and how to consolidate their biggest asset: that exclusive readership of affluent Americans. Only in 1910 was he ready to declare his intentions publicly; the issue of mid-February carried the following announcement: 

			Beginning with the Spring Fashion Forecast Number of February 15th, Vogue will be issued under a plan that will make for a bigger, a better, a still more attractive Vogue. 

			[Vogue] will hereafter present the current notes of fashion, society, music, art, books and the drama in two splendid fortnightly numbers, each of them more than twice the size of the present ordinary weekly issue.43

			From then on all the covers were in colour and the magazine switched from weekly to biweekly.44 The following issue carried a rise of advertising by fourteen pages compared to the same issue the year before, and the price went from ten cents to fifteen (though subscription rates stayed the same). Nast made it his business to understand the inner workings of every department,45 but no matter how diligently he investigated every area, it was the advertising men who were his soulmates and his own past as an ad man made him more attuned to their work. Since Nast planned to turn advertising into the main income stream, overtaking subscriptions, they became doubly important. In the Nast business model, circulation would eventually become just a number to throw at advertisers, luring them into spending the big bucks. It is a strategy used everywhere now, though Nast was the pioneer. Sales would count for less and less of the revenue. 

			This advertising department, as it increased in status, could occasionally butt heads with editorial. The advertising men were known to march into the editors’ rooms to try and wrangle fake coverage for merchandise the editorial team considered subpar, to encourage brands to shell out for big advertorial spreads. Why not insert a few nice words about a big client? The editors felt this would grossly compromise the quality of the advice they gave to readers. When one ad man bawled at an editor that his department paid her wages, she coolly replied that if she filled the pages with rubbish products Vogue would lose its reputation and then neither of them would have a job.46 If Vogue was packed with paid-for products they would lose the trust of their customers, but if they didn’t sell enough ad space, they would lose precious revenue. 

			Marie Harrison stayed on as editor for the first five years of Nast’s reign. But aware that Vogue was still an enterprise which might sink or swim, Nast knew his next choice of editor would tip the scales. A native of New Jersey, Edna Woolman Chase was raised a Quaker by strict grandparents. At eighteen she had relocated to New York, in desperate need of a job. Competition was harsh, with many young hopefuls starving to death in boarding houses. Saved by a friend who worked in a minor capacity at Vogue, she was brought in to take up a lowly position writing addresses on envelopes.47 From the beginning she performed all sorts of chores for her privileged colleagues, happy to offload their duties on the keen, hardworking teenager. ‘I absorbed Vogue and Vogue absorbed me’,48 she would write. By now she had been at Vogue almost twenty years she probably knew more than anybody else about the magazine. Although still technically a junior, subsequent events would soon propel her forward. 

			When Nast bought Vogue, Turnure’s widow had played safe and kept her shares in preferred stock, believing this would yield a more stable income for her family.49 However, as the magazine’s profits shot up under Nast’s management, the widow began to feel she’d been cheated. She sued Nast and the resulting battle spilled out of the courts and into the company corridors. Since the incumbent editor, Marie Harrison, was the widow’s sister, relations between Harrison and Nast became icy. Now was the time for someone sharp and enterprising to make themselves seen. Woolman Chase became the go-between, delivering messages back and forth between her two warring bosses. She was right under Nast’s nose.50 

			When Harrison left, Woolman Chase smoothly manoeuvred into her position. She adored Vogue, but with Turnure’s death and the confusion that followed she had waited for a promotion too long. In fact, she had just begun toying with the idea of leaving51 when Nast had tapped her on the shoulder to succeed Harrison and in the process clinched for himself the strongest ally a publisher ever had. 

			Nast and Woolman Chase understood each other implicitly, trusted each other completely and shared the same values, both in personal morals and in business. They built the Vogue we know side by side. It’s rare for proprietor and editor to work on relatively equal terms, but the years of tremendous success and ferocious expansion were masterminded together. Their pattern of comfortable co-­existence included the mundane, such as grabbing ‘a quick and dirty’52 bite to eat at their favourite greasy spoon; and the vaguely devious, such as their tacit agreement to overlook each other’s staffing foibles. 

			Nast would often pick up some pretty young thing at a party and invite her to take up no particular job at Vogue. Nast liked attractive girls and some of these would naturally cross over from his editorial department to the romantic one.53 Woolman Chase would agree to accommodate these neophytes despite the fact that their only contribution was to get under everyone’s feet. In return, Nast would respect Woolman Chase’s own choice in recruits. 

			Woolman Chase’s fanatical allegiance to Vogue was so strong that often those who turned their back on the publication were made to pay. Artists who defected to Harper’s Bazaar were never forgiven and publicly snubbed. When De Meyer, who had been one of her best photographers, attempted to return to Vogue she refused to rehire him.54 He died destitute as a result. Employees who resigned could receive letters so harshly worded they were terrified of bumping into her in the street.55

			Compact and birdlike, with a frizz of short, prematurely grey hair, Edna Woolman Chase was already on her way to a fearsome legacy. ‘Demanding’56 and ‘hard’57 are adjectives used against her. One biographer of Condé Nast’s goes so far as to accuse her of sadism.58 At the height of her career at Vogue Woolman Chase was the editor-in-chief of four separate editions (American, British, French and German) and in charge of overseeing some 150 permanent employees, plus freelance writers, photographers, artists and illustrators.59 To expect her to be informal, chatty or forgiving was asking too much. She was exactly what she needed to be: precise, efficient, effective. 

			True, there were traces of harshness. She made it compulsory for Vogue staff to wear black silk stockings with white gloves and hats, tricky for the poorer girls who struggled to afford these items on their meagre salaries.60 When one of her editors tried to commit suicide by jumping on the subway tracks, Woolman Chase informed her dourly, ‘We at Vogue don’t throw ourselves under subway trains, my dear. If we must, we take sleeping pills.’61 This said, she supplemented occasional coldness with countless moments of warmth and generosity. Many of her mentees were for ever grateful. Future fashion editor Bettina Ballard recalls their first meeting:

			Everything about her is so familiar to me now, after years of confidence and affection, that I cannot separate from the whole my first impression. I can only remember that she was not terrifying and that she said, ‘You have an easy pen, my child, and there is always a place for that on a magazine.’62 

			This tallies with other accounts: Woolman Chase, like Condé Nast, gave people chances. She gave them to sharp minds, while he gave them to soft bodies (rumours even circulated that Nast would occasionally pop down to Grand Central Station to scout out pretty girls moving to the city and offer them jobs63). 

			Aside from her role as mother hen to aspiring writers and personal confidante to Condé Nast, Woolman Chase was also creative, as her many clever editorial and business decisions prove. She consistently broke new ground with Vogue and was responsible in no small part for its fame in the late 1910s and early 1920s. Woolman Chase believed her knack for editing was innate. She had the impression that all her life she was secretly critiquing everything, including her friends and her house, to the extent that while she was giving birth to her only child she spent her hours of labour staring at some construction work outside the hospital window and fantasising about how to improve it.64 In her memoir she admits this is hardly an endearing quality, and one which led her to be constantly dissatisfied with the world around her.65 But if this quirk of character was damaging in her private life it was the perfectionist streak that kept her pushing Vogue to new victories. 

			Whatever Woolman Chase’s personal performance, in general the magazine operated some pretty offbeat company policies. One tactic favoured by both Nast and Woolman Chase was to encourage rivalries among staff to stop them from slacking.66 They gave only vague instructions to see what the newcomer came up with67 and though some personalities would thrive, this strategy could backfire. Observing this, Nast claimed the world was split into ‘gatherers’ and ‘scatterers’.68 The gatherers would always find something helpful to do; while scatterers would never find a function for themselves and soon drop out. 

			Another of Nast’s techniques was his famous open-door policy. He encouraged people to pop in anytime, call him up with a question, ask his advice.69 He did this himself too. He’d stop unsuspecting passers-by in the corridor and chat idly with them – even if he had no idea who they were or if they even worked for him.70 It was a way of making himself more approachable, as well as stimulating his own thought process by injecting outside views. Nast kept this up even when the company became a multimillion-dollar success. 

			By the late 1910s, and throughout the 1920s, Vogue began to take on a new and definite shape. It was now earning untold profits – cash was pouring in with all the force of a tropical rainstorm – and it was time for this to be reflected in the surroundings. Early in the Vogue takeover, Nast’s bored but socially significant wife Clarisse Coudert Nast tried dabbling with the interior design of the magazine’s new headquarters on 443 Fourth Avenue. Her office makeover featured a scheme of pastel colours. Other attempts to upgrade included hiring a smart little maid to wheel a wagon of tea and biscuits through the organisation at 4.30 p.m. daily.71 Edna Woolman Chase would abolish this quaint custom as soon as she could, claiming it distracted everyone from their jobs. ‘Only the British can serve tea during business hours without demoralization’,72 was her final remark. 

			Some years later the offices were redone again by the iconic decorator Elsie de Wolfe, a sure sign that Vogue was going up in the world. Bigger and brighter, de Wolfe’s Vogue offices had curtains of raw silk, the rooms strewn with original art and glass. The reception had a feature wall of fake books although Woolman Chase’s office, where she had been installed as editor-in-chief since 1914, retained the pale green chosen by Mrs Nast. The satirist Dorothy Parker (then Dorothy Rothschild), who arrived at Vogue in 1915, exclaimed in wicked joy that the décor reminded her of a brothel.73 

			Things were changing at Vogue and many of these changes, like the interiors upgrade, were a result of all the money rushing in. As the company grew and turned into this opulent cavern of hard-workers, the core editors wove themselves into groups and schedules were formalised. Much as Nast relished throwing new employees in at the deep end, an HR department slowly emerged and rules appeared. With the arrival of a German vice-president everyone was suddenly obliged to show up at 9 a.m. on the dot. Latecomers were required to fill out a card explaining the reason for their poor timekeeping . . . something that backfired when a sassy illustrator, rolling in around noon, concocted the story that he’d been tardy because a herd of elephants had chased him down Sixth Avenue. Hilarity abounded and instead of a disciplinary for the illustrator the late-cards were abolished.74 An atmosphere of comradery still existed and staff from this era recalled their ‘Vogue family’75 with affection. A former assistant explained the set-up like this: ‘it was a family in which Mr Nast was the father, Mrs Chase the mother . . . Vogue was a democracy and everyone had a voice in it – even the lowest member, which I certainly was.’76 

			For many, the Vogue ‘family’ spilled outside the premises and became actual family. There were a surprising amount of Vogue employees who married, divorced and remarried each other, often matching with staff from the offices abroad.77 The further result of this was a great number of Vogue babies born into the fold and used liberally as a source of child models. Teenage daughters were often roped in to be photographed as reluctant brides, with Condé Nast’s own daughter, Natica, modelling wedding veils aged fifteen, in 1920.78 

			There were other mouth-watering rewards for a life at Vogue. The company encouraged travel, frequently funding it and allowing staff long and rambling periods of time off for adventure and exploration. The theory was that voyages broadened the mind, exposing it to different cultures, new trends and gossip. The trade-off was this: any truly valuable discovery had to be relayed immediately to Vogue in case it was worth including in the magazine. Few at that time would have had access to far-flung nations, so the staff were eyes and ears, a kind of human database spread across the fashionable world, collecting information to send back to the central office. It kept Vogue content fresh and ahead of the curve. 

			Hard workers were prized, and nobody was more dedicated than Woolman Chase. Nast was sincerely grateful and showered her with lavish presents. During Christmas in the early 1910s he sent her a box of chocolates and under each candy was a solid gold coin, along with a letter informing her of a generous pay rise.79 Some Christmases later, after Woolman Chase had purchased a house in Brookhaven, Nast sent her a note to say he’d paid off her entire mortgage . . . and enclosed a cheque reimbursing her for what she’d paid down.80 A couple of Christmases after that, he sent her a stock certificate with the memo: ‘In appreciation of some of the all you have done for me and Vogue.’81 In its second iteration Vogue was a jolly, bustling place of real opportunity. The staff were happy, clever, creative, merry, extravagant, well connected and immaculately dressed with a strong sense of team spirit. 

			The Real Great Gatsby

			What Condé Nast achieved for his company in the 1920s has lasted in reputation and revenue streams until 2020. However, his personal biography has been eclipsed by his assets: he blazed such a hot trail across the publishing landscape that he burned his own imprint off it. And yet once Nast had been so famous that people recognised him in the street. By nature Nast was a discreet person, a contradiction since his success was founded on aggressive sales techniques. Precisely attired in a suit and waistcoat, hat and rimless oval pince-nez and with a banker’s demeanour, the impression of a financial scion was not totally off the mark. But somewhere under that serious façade was the other side of Nast, the bon viveur and seducer. Despite his reserved manner, he was keen on beautiful women and for a decade threw the most lavish parties in New York. His guests barely knew him but that didn’t matter; he was perfectly content to host from the sidelines. 

			Nast painstakingly recorded who was invited to the revelries at his thirty-room penthouse at 1040 Park Avenue, who attended, any comments guests made, reasons for absence and the cost, down to the last dime. Nast divided potential invitees into A, B and C groups: society, people in the arts and celebrities respectively. These lists had to be monitored and updated for accuracy and his secretaries were kept busy jotting down every bit of hearsay, along with every rumoured marriage and confirmed divorce which might make dinner seating awkward.82 For several of his secretaries this was a full-time job. Nast was determined to offer five-star service in his home, which was also a stage set, the moving, breathing, dancing version of what was happening in Vogue’s pages. It was a virtuous circle which fed into the mystique of his character and of his magazine. F. Scott Fitzgerald had been among the merrymakers more than once; maybe Nast was the real Great Gatsby. 

			The planning behind these events bordered on the obsessive. Nast’s domestic staff were given exacting instructions on how to set up these blowouts in the ballroom, a weekly task which included ­ferry­ing cumbersome furniture back and forth. All this hard work just to have a knees-up, but Nast’s unobtrusive character was driven by a burning-hot engine of ambition. Having earned a respectable fortune in publishing with Collier’s, he had risked it all on his theories. His doctrine on advertising and identifying the consumer are now part of the industry canon, but before the glory and the goldmine he was just a nervous man in middle age about to bet everything he’d ever made on a gut feeling. It paid off when his name was first printed in Vogue on 24 June 1909. It has never left it. 

			Today, the multinational that bears his name claims over 427 million consumers in digital, 88 million in print, with online video content generating in excess of 1 billion monthly views.83 And the purity of Vogue’s message – to promote a wonderful world – has been maintained. Yet although he wished to show his readers how to live their best life, Nast worked eighteen hours a day, even after he’d made a fortune. To stop himself from passing out from exhaustion at dinners Nast would draw two baths, one nearly boiling hot, the other freezing.84 He would get in and out of them alternately to wake himself up before appearing socially, and it has even been suggested this was the root of the heart problems that ultimately killed him.85 The success he made of Vogue was his reward. 
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