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			Foreword

			A New York City legend in the heart of the Theater District, the Algonquin Hotel is over one hundred years old but as spry as a teenager. Better yet, the spirit of the Round Table is alive and well, forever smiling down on all who pass through the lobby. 
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							Anthony Melchiorri. ◆ ◆ ◆

						

					

			In June 1919 some of Gotham’s most famous, talented, opinionated, and outlandishly funny writers and critics met one day for lunch. They had such a good time that they met again the next day—and the day after. Their number included columnists, critics, humorists, playwrights, publicists, publishers, and sportswriters. Joining the ranks were occasional friends and lovers, among them actors and novelists of note. But the queen of the prom was Dorothy Parker: critic, poet, short-story writer, and screenwriter. She was everything the hotel was, and is, and these days, the two are inseparable. Both she and the hotel are brilliant, moody, genius, complex, tragic, and, yes, even funny. She and her peers came to “The Gonk” for lunch six times a week for the next ten years.

			Like any hotel, the Algonquin will give you a place to sleep, a bathroom, and something to eat. The rooms are no more special than in most boutique hotels. They’re comfortable, sure, but they’re still hotel rooms. Except calling the Algonquin just another hotel would be like calling Dorothy Parker just another writer. 

			I was lucky enough to be general manager of the hotel for two years—a dream job in the business—but I came to the Algonquin kicking and screaming. When I arrived in 2004, the place was past its prime, and it looked like a career killer. The risk was huge. On my first day, I walked in thinking that with a good plan and the help of longtime employees, I could rely on history to bring back the hotel. What I didn’t realize was the depth of that history and the emotional connection that people have with the place. 

			The lobby was cool before cool became synonymous with hotels. In fact, this is where the “social lobby” came into being. It served as a living room for actors, dancers, directors, painters, politicians, and writers, constantly stopping by to schmooze or just hang out. On just one Saturday night during my tenure there, Andrea Marcovicci performed in the Oak Room; Tony Bennett sat in the audience; in the lobby, writer George Will was talking with friends; and Carson Daly was in the Blue Bar trying not to be noticed. Edward Albee, Christine Ebersole, Debbie Harry, Donna Karan, Martin McDonagh, Isaac Mizrahi, Cynthia Nixon, and John Patrick Shanley all made appearances, as did many more, when I was running the hotel. 

			The Gonk became the first hotel to use electronic keys. It developed the first hotel marketing campaign aimed exclusively toward women. It used the first red rope for crowd control. It was also home to the Algonquin Cocktail, consisting of two shots of rye, one of dry vermouth, and another of pineapple juice. The Vicious Circle was a martini crowd. That’s what they drank before lunch, during lunch, and sometimes instead of lunch. Of course during Prohibition the hotel was “officially” dry—which may explain why they met here all the time. As Dorothy Parker purportedly wrote:

			 

			I love a martini—

			But two at the most.

			Three, I’m under the table;

			Four, I’m under the host.

			 

			Ironically, she wasn’t much of a martini drinker herself; she preferred the brown stuff: A whiskey sour was more her style. When my team and I were working on a renovation and marketing campaign for the hotel, PR consultant Carla Caccavale said, “Here’s a place famous for martinis, so why not reinvent the Algonquin Martini?”—which we did. 

			We added another noteworthy first to the Algonquin’s list of achievements: the world’s first $10,000 martini. Early on, I noticed that many couples were getting engaged in our lobby, so I thought, why not make it easier for them? I hired a staff jeweler, who meets with the future groom to pick a diamond. The jeweler then oversees the setting, and when it’s ready, the couple, along with their family and friends, just happens to stop by for a drink. We deliver our famous martini to the unsuspecting bride-to-be, who discovers an engagement ring at the bottom of her glass. No other martini has produced as many howls of surprise, fits of laughter, rounds of applause, or tears of joy. 

			We updated the restaurant menus to reflect the Round Table years as well, thanks to owner and first general manager, Frank Case. In the Forties, he authored a book called Feeding the Lions, a reference to the literary lions who made the Gonk their second home. In it, he documented the food served during the height of their fame. All that the head chef and I had to do was sit down and modernize those famous dishes.

			But the Gonk wasn’t just a writers’ spot; it was also a show business hangout. In the past, many great hotels had show rooms. I wanted to bring back that touch of history, so we made the Oak Room the Algonquin’s show room. Peter Cincotti, Harry Connick Jr., Diana Krall, and Maude Maggart have all played there. You could even say that the hotel has its own Oscar. The Round Table was the subject of The Ten-Year Lunch, which won the 1987 Academy Award for best documentary. 

			The Oscar is special, but how many hotels have a legendary house cat? At the Algonquin, Matilda rules the roost. Some even think that Dorothy Parker’s spirit lives on in her. Believe what you like, but I wouldn’t be at all surprised if Mrs. Parker’s spirit does reside somewhere in the hotel, in one form or another, because nothing surprises me about the Algonquin. There’s no other place like it in the world, and I’m humbled to have walked in the footsteps of those visionaries.

			 

			—Anthony Melchiorri, creator and host of the 

			Travel Channel’s Hotel Impossible and former 

			general manager of the Algonquin Hotel
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						Broadway had a big influence on the Algonquin Round Table. ◆ ◆ ◆
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			“Why Don’t We Do This Every Day?” 

			New York City’s Jazz Age and the Legends It Spawned

			Nothing is more responsible for the good old days than a bad memory. 

			—Franklin P. Adams

			On Christmas Day, 1923, readers of the New York Times opened their papers and learned that the poor were not being forgotten. A group of philanthropists had organized more than five thousand yuletide deliveries by borrowing limousines belonging to the upper class. Commander in chief of the operation, Neysa McMein—whom the page-one Times story dubbed “Santa Claus’s traffic manager”—finagled chauffeured cars from financier Bernard Baruch, composer Irving Berlin, and New York World editor Herbert Bayard Swope to deliver toys and turkeys to the Lower East Side.

			A decade earlier, Marjorie Moran McMein, an unknown commercial artist from Quincy, Illinois, had about as much chance of making the front page of the Times as the tooth fairy. She had come to Manhattan by way of Chicago, but in a few short years had become the most sought-after magazine illustrator in the business. She was following the path of a special clique that formed in the months after the Great War. Coming to New York to reinvent herself, she took on the fanciful moniker of “Neysa” on the advice of a numerologist—or from a racehorse, depending on who tells the story.
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						Neysa McMein hailed from Quincy, Illinois. ◆ ◆ ◆

					

				

			McMein was in good company that holiday. Franklin Pierce Adams, also a native of the Prairie State, was the most popular columnist in the city, and known by his initials, F.P.A. Robert Benchley, a peripatetic writer and humorist from Worcester, Massachusetts, was launching himself from publishing to talking pictures. Jane Grant, a Kansas farmer’s daughter who came to the city with dreams of becoming a singer, became the first female beat reporter for the Times. McMein’s neighbor at 57 West 57th Street, Dorothy Parker, grew up on Manhattan’s Upper West Side, talked her way into a job at Vogue, and had become the most-quoted woman in the nation. Rounding out the holiday cadre was Alexander Woollcott, a rotund drama critic from a commune near Red Bank, New Jersey, who invariably swept into Broadway theaters wearing a silk top hat and cape.

			But why would the newspaper of record write about a midwestern painter renowned for depicting fetching women for magazine covers? It wasn’t for McMein’s professional reputation alone; it was also because of the company she kept. For the past four and half years, she and her nearly inseparable group of friends had eaten lunch together, held marathon poker parties, collaborated on hit shows, and turned out best-selling novels. In the early evenings, they visited her art studio. By June 1919, they had become darlings of the press. When they became regulars at a hotel restaurant on the edge of the Theater District, the proprietor gave the gang a dedicated table—large, circular, just for them—that gave them their collective nickname: the Algonquin Round Table. They called themselves the Vicious Circle, and the group made headlines every single day.

			“The world in which we moved was small, but it was churning with a dynamic group of young people,” said Marc Connelly, a transplant from McKeesport, Pennsylvania, who wrote hit plays with his Algonquin friends. Connelly stood among the many journalists who ditched jobs at newspapers and magazines to become playwrights, screenwriters, producers, and directors. Publicists, editors, cartoonists, and actors joined them, and they all found friendship and encouragement at the round table in the Rose Room at the hotel.

			“I had been graciously included in the early spontaneous gatherings,” recalled Peggy Wood, a sleek Broadway actress from Brooklyn. 

			 

			It was a lively bunch, all in the beginnings of their careers, eager, witty, and alert. There was no set time for lunch and no closed shop on the membership. . . . Between the hours of one and two-thirty there might be six or sixteen around the board. Once a guest was brought he was at liberty to come again as often as he wished by himself, but I can’t recall that anybody ever barged in under his own steam. There wasn’t any rule about it, there weren’t any rules about anything, but somehow there were never any gate-crashers.

			 

			When the Round Table took off in the summer of 1919, Connelly was twenty-eight years old, and Wood, twenty-seven, ages that matched most of the group. The dean of the gathering, F.P.A., was pushing thirty-seven. Together, they came to represent all that was racy, refined, and romantic in the era of the “smart set” of Manhattan. The New York City they inhabited was a shadow of what it is today, but even while the Round Table was in full swing, a cultural sea change was remaking the metropolis. Nothing ever stays the same in New York City, and the Vicious Circle was in the thick of it all, experiencing and observing the city’s dizzying highs and crushing lows.

			Swelling, Selling, and Scandal: New York, 1900–1919

			In 1900, New York was a gritty and dangerous place. In the harbor, the new immigration station on Ellis Island was expanded, and in December of that year a new fireproof main building was dedicated. Within sight of the Statue of Liberty, the beautiful Beaux Arts–style building with soaring redbrick towers became a symbol for generations. Immigrants arrived by the shipload and poured into a city run by corrupt politicians, filling overcrowded firetrap tenements that had shocking sanitary conditions. Like most big cities of the era, vice was common. New York had 25,000 prostitutes; their come-on was, “It costs a dollar, and I’ve got the room.”

			The population of greater New York reached 3.4 million people—over a third foreign-born—making it the largest city in the Western Hemisphere. But vestiges of the city’s Colonial past still lingered: Some two thousand private farms still existed within New York City at the turn of the twentieth century, some stretching for twenty-five acres. Residents filled up the five boroughs, united only in 1898. Despite hardships, many of them lived comfortably, however. A full meal in a restaurant cost, on average, just 15 cents. A six-room apartment on West 98th Street rented for about $22 to $28 per month. Broadway fans had eighty stages to entertain them; streetcars cost a nickel; and elevated train lines sailed above Second, Third, Sixth, and Ninth Avenues. 
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						A taxi crashed into subway excavation work on Seventh Avenue in 1915. ◆ ◆ ◆

					

				

			Meanwhile, commerce and industry were going pell-mell. About 47 percent of all US foreign trade passed through the busy Port of New York. On March 24, 1900, excavation for the new subway network began at the corner of Bleecker and Greene Streets for what would become one of the busiest subway systems in the world, carrying more than a billion riders annually. Almost eight thousand laborers worked for 20 cents an hour to dig the subway tunnels.

			During the first two decades of the twentieth century, the future members of the Algonquin Round Table converged on New York City. Some, such as F.P.A., left successful careers for more-promising ones. F. P. A. had worked in Chicago before joining the New York Morning Telegraph in 1903, and then the New-York Tribune (“First to Last—The Truth”). Marc Connelly worked as a reporter for the Pittsburgh Gazette Times before bolting for the New York Morning Telegraph in 1917. Milwaukee journalist Edna Ferber rocketed to national fame as a young short-story writer. (President Theodore Roosevelt was a fan of her Emma McChesney tales.)

			It didn’t matter if your skills were with a typewriter or tap shoes. Jobs were plentiful in New York then. The city had sixteen daily newspapers published in morning and evening editions. Nearly eighty “legitimate” theaters made up Broadway, and there were dozens of burlesque and vaudeville houses. When financial mismanagement forced Joseph Pulitzer’s sons to close the New York World in 1931, Frank Sullivan wrote, “When I die I want to go wherever the World has gone, and work on it again.”
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						In 1932, the Central Park Reservoir dried up and squatters built a shantytown. ◆ ◆ ◆

					

				

			The dominant event of this era was World War I. Patriotism reached an all-time high, and volunteers poured into New York to sign up. For the journalists among the future group, there was no escaping impending American involvement in the war in Europe. Twenty-nine-year-old Heywood Broun, a sportswriter turned editorial writer, begged to go. He took his new wife, Ruth Hale, a fellow writer and ardent feminist. F.P.A. was commissioned a captain and sailed for France. Also shipping out for duty were Private Harold W. Ross, an itinerant newspaperman, and Private Alexander Woollcott, who took a leave of absence from the Times to join a local hospital support unit. Jane Grant signed up with an entertainment outfit to get passage to the combat zone and joined the party. Herman Mankiewicz, just twenty years old when he enlisted in the Marines, came out an officer. When the war ended, he became a foreign correspondent for the World. Laurence Stallings was also in the Marines, and grievously wounded.
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			From the Army to the Algonquin
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						Adams and Ross served on Stars and Stripes. ◆ ◆ ◆

					

				

			The Great War featured many innovations never seen before in international armed conflict: airplanes, blimps, poison gas, tanks. Add to that list one other new creation: an official newspaper for the troops. The US Army published Stars and Stripes weekly for the doughboys, and from 1918 to 1919, three future members of the Round Table worked on the paper. Franklin P. Adams was sent to Paris as an army columnist, but he didn’t have much to do—unlike in New York, where he penned the city’s most popular column. Harold Ross had been a freelance reporter, working coast to coast on a string of papers. A natural-born editor, he cut his teeth on Stars and Stripes. The paper’s staff picked him, the buck private, to be managing editor. Alexander Woollcott made sergeant while on bedpan duty in a frontline hospital unit, but he finagled a transfer to the newspaper office in the 1st arrondissement.
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						Woollcott worked in an army hospital in World War I; Sherwood and Stallings had their lives saved in one. ◆ ◆ ◆

					

				

			The misfits who ended up in a war zone became friends and dined out on their war stories for decades. They started a tradition in Nini’s—a small bistro on Place du Tertre in Montmartre—that they continued for twenty years in New York: marathon Saturday-night poker-and-bull sessions. In Paris they formed lifelong friendships, and the war established the backdrop to the rest of their lives.

			By early 1919, the war had ended, and most of the soldiers returned home. Woollcott lingered in France as part of the Army of Occupation. When he sailed back to Manhattan and his old position as drama critic for the Times, F.P.A. wasted no time in ribbing him in his Tribune column:

			Bluff, uncouth Aleck Woollcott is back from France and in his embarrassed way stutters his elation. “Are you glad to be back?” asked The Tribune’s dramatic and book reviewer [Heywood Broun]. “I’ll say I am,” said Mr. Woollcott, blushing. The day after Sgt. Woollcott was demobilized, he met General Pershing. “He’s a civilian now,” said Lieutenant [Stephen] Early, who introduced Woollcott to the Commander in Chief. “He looks like a soldier to me,” said the General. In Sgt. Woollcott’s twenty-two months in the Army, it was the first time anybody had said anything of the kind to him.
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					Backstage at the Hippodrome Theatre, Murdock Pemberton spots for a chorus girl’s rehearsal. ◆ ◆ ◆

				

			

			The Algonquin had operated for close to twenty years before the Round Table took up residence, but the Vicious Circle didn’t form inside the hotel, or even in New York. The roots of the Round Table went back to Paris. Eight of the future Algonquin friends served in uniform during World War I; several others were in France as civilians. The shared experiences of the group—working together, sharing meals, playing cards—transferred back to Manhattan when the war ended. 

			When soldiers returned to New York in early 1919, the 369th Regiment marched from Lower Manhattan up Fifth Avenue to Harlem, cheered by more than a million jubilant onlookers. Leading the column was James Reese Europe’s jazz band, which struck up “Here Comes My Daddy Now” when it reached 110th Street. After the festivities, most of the soldier-journalists returned to their old jobs. The Tribune welcomed home F.P.A., who promptly returned to “The Conning Tower,” his daily column, with this amusing couplet:

			 

			I didn’t fight and I didn’t shoot.

			But General, how I did salute!

			 

			When Woollcott got back to the Times, a few Broadway publicists set events in motion that led to the formation of the Round Table. John Peter Toohey and Murdock Pemberton, friends of Woollcott’s, brought him to the hotel. Pemberton worked for the Hippodrome, 1120 Sixth Avenue, across the street from the Algonquin. The biggest theater Broadway ever saw, boasting more than five thousand seats, The Hippodrome occupied the full span between 43rd and 44th Streets. Its water tank had swimming showgirls. Toohey was representing a rising star, playwright Eugene O’Neill, who was writing Beyond the Horizon for the Morosco Theatre, 217 West 45th Street. With two hundred shows opening each year on Broadway, getting the attention of a powerful critic like Woollcott wasn’t easy. But they had an idea.

			Woollcott’s famous sweet tooth couldn’t resist the desserts created by Sarah Victor, star of the Algonquin kitchen. The rotund critic eagerly accepted their lunch invitation. But to the publicists’ dismay, Woollcott wouldn’t listen to them about O’Neill. Instead, he dominated the table with war stories about Arleux, the Somme, and Ypres. His yarns began, “When I was in the theatre of war . . .” (To which publicist Arthur Samuels interrupted: “Listen, if you were ever in the theatre of war you sat in row Z on the aisle.”) When the lunch ended unsuccessfully, the publicity men returned to work and formulated a plan.

			Launching the Round Table

			Using their publicity skills, the men hatched a scheme. They planned a roast for Woollcott, a welcome-home luncheon like the city had never seen. They drew the guest list from among friends and associates. Many had office jobs within easy walking distance of the hotel; the others could take the nearby Sixth Avenue elevated train. 

			According to Margaret Case, who grew up in the hotel and knew every member of the group, the “official” members consisted of a who’s who of writing and acting. First up, the newspapermen: Franklin P. Adams, Heywood Broun, and Deems Taylor at the Tribune; Marc Connelly of the Morning Telegraph; George S. Kaufman and Woollcott at the Times; Frank Sullivan at the World; William B. Murray and John V. A. Weaver of the Brooklyn Daily Eagle. Beatrice Kaufman, George’s wife, worked as an editor. Then their magazine friends: from Vanity Fair, managing editor Robert Benchley, drama critic Dorothy Parker, and writer Robert E. Sherwood; and Margaret Leech, fresh out of Vassar, from Condé Nast. Joining their ranks were Ruth Hale, who wrote book reviews and press releases; Harold Ross, who was struggling with editing work; Donald Ogden Stewart, a light comedy writer and playwright. Journalists Jane Grant, Herman J. Mankiewicz, and Laurence Stallings were overseas when the group began, and joined later. 

			On the Broadway side, there were press agents Murdock Pemberton, Arthur Samuels, John Peter Toohey, and David H. Wallace. Pemberton’s older brother, Brock, was producing hit plays. Margalo Gillmore and Peggy Wood were Broadway stars. Artist Neysa McMein didn’t visit the hotel much; the group usually visited her studio in the late afternoon for socializing. Completing the circle was novelist Edna Ferber, probably the most financially successful member of the group. Ferber claimed she was only a part-time member—and only on Saturdays—because of her writing regimen. Harpo Marx joined in 1924. Some of the members enjoyed being associated with the group; in time, others recoiled at any mention of the Round Table, considering it a frivolous period in their careers.

			Woollcott was sensitive about the spelling of his name, so the invitations (none survive) that Pemberton composed for lunch made a mishmash of it. The men asked the Hippodrome scenery department to create a large banner that hung across the Algonquin dining room and misspelled Woollcott’s name again. Woollcott brought Ross, his old army buddy, and introduced him to the group. About twenty friends filled up long tables in the Pergola Room (today the Oak Room) and had a smashing time. Frank Case happily hosted the group that played such a big part in the life of the city. 

			Nobody wrote down what was said or discussed at that very first meeting, but the mood and the fun struck a chord with the talented young New Yorkers. As they walked into the daylight of West 44th Street, someone asked, “Why don’t we do this every day?” 

			A ritual and a legend were born.
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						The West 85th Street house that Heywood Broun won in a poker game became a favorite Round Table destination. ◆ ◆ ◆
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			Meet the Round Table

			Thirty Friends Together

			No essence can be measured by a yardstick. 

			—Heywood Broun
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							Julius Tannen, Beatrice and George Kaufman, Atlantic City, 1925. ◆ ◆ ◆

						

					

			Separating fact from fiction in telling the history of the Round Table is a job for Sisyphus. “We all loved each other,” Marc Connelly recalled not long before he died in 1980. “We hated to be apart. After lunch we went to somebody’s house and figured out someplace to have dinner.” That much is true. Otherwise, dates are sketchy. Most accounts contradict others. Biographies repeat the same anecdotes with different protagonists. Quips, quotes, and jokes are all attributed to different people. Some believe the group lasted ten years; others put it between six and eight. By the time the stock market crashed in 1929, the members of the Vicious Circle had gone their separate ways, although many stayed close friends for the rest of their lives. Here are brief biographies of the complete Algonquin Round Table. 
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			Franklin P. Adams 
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							F.P.A. wrote more than two million words during his career. ◆ ◆ ◆

						

					

			The dean of the Round Table and New York’s most popular newspaper columnist for two generations was Franklin Pierce Adams. For nearly forty years his columns appeared in New York newspapers. His readers knew him as “F.P.A.,” and he accepted submissions from readers, calling them “contribs.” Landing in F.P.A.’s column was a coup. He ran early material by George S. Kaufman, James Thurber, Edna St. Vincent Millay, Deems Taylor, and E. B. White. He also included scores of poems by Dorothy Parker. (“He raised me from a couplet,” she later quipped.) 

			Born in Chicago on November 15, 1881, the son of a dry goods merchant, Adams spent a year at the University of Michigan but withdrew after the death of his father. Following a stint in the insurance business, Adams landed a job at the Chicago Mail, where he wrote his first column. But he was itching to head to New York; he had his eye on a pretty actress named Minna Schwartze, two years his senior. His editor wrote to the managing editor of the New York Evening Mail and helped him to secure a position there. 
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						In their parlor at 124 West 13th Street, Frank and Esther Adams placed two pianos. ◆ ◆ ◆

					

				

			At age twenty-two, Adams began his “Always in Good Humor” column at the Evening Mail, an afternoon paper locked in a circulation war with other dailies. The column launched on October 21, 1904, and it was a hit. With his newly minted status, Adams married Minna Schwartze on his twenty-third birthday, a few weeks later. Mayor George B. McClellan presided over the City Hall ceremony. The couple’s first apartment was in a brownstone at 247 West 50th Street in Hell’s Kitchen. 

			Soon after, Adams renamed his column “The Conning Tower” for the armored pilothouses on battleships. While other writers penned pieces about the Astors and Vanderbilts, Adams preferred to write about regular people. He sprinkled his columns with what he was doing, where he went, who beat him at tennis, and what his wife said about it. Thousands of readers knew about his home life, what he ate, what shows he saw, and even his cat. 

			In 1911, he began his “Diary of Our Own Samuel Pepys” column (which continued for 2.5 million words, through 1934). In 1919 he and Minna were living at 603 West 111th Street, just west of Broadway, in Morningside Heights. In 1920 they moved around the corner to 612 West 112th Street, up the street from the Cathedral of St. John the Divine. The next year Adams left the Tribune for the World. By then the Round Table was in full swing, and F.P.A. was the senior member.

			F.P.A. divorced Minna in 1924, shocking readers who had devoured details about his personal life for almost twenty years. He took a five-month break from the column, and in Greenwich, Connecticut, on May 9, 1925, married Esther Sayles Root, a friend of Edna St. Vincent Millay’s, and fifteen years younger than his first wife. The couple had three sons and a daughter. By 1928 the growing family lived at 124 West 13th Street and later at 26 West 10th Street. Of the former location, E. B. White said: “I used to walk quickly past the house in West 13th Street between Sixth and Seventh where F. P. A. lived, and the block seemed to tremble under my feet—the way Park Avenue trembles when a train leaves Grand Central.”

			Robert Benchley

			Among the funniest writers of the twentieth century, Benchley was a study in contrasts. A straitlaced, Harvard-educated office worker, he married his college sweetheart, volunteered to help underprivileged boys, and eschewed alcohol. But something snapped after he joined the Vicious Circle in his thirties. He fell into heavy drinking, carefree spending, and young mistresses. 
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							Benchley transitioned from a small Broadway appearance to two decades in Hollywood comedies. ◆ ◆ ◆

						

					

			Robert Charles Benchley was born on September 15, 1889, in Worcester, Massachusetts. An unremarkable student, he graduated from Harvard in 1912. He and his college sweetheart, Gertrude Darling, married in June 1914 and had two sons. In 1916 he worked briefly on the New-York Tribune as a reporter, a job procured with the help of F.P.A. Benchley failed, though, admitting that he wasn’t cut out to be a newspaperman. 

			He kicked around town doing small writing jobs until 1919 when Frank Crowninshield, right-hand man to publisher Condé Nast, tapped Benchley to be the first managing editor of Vanity Fair. He was working at the magazine at 19–25 West 44th Street, alongside Parker—ultimately his closest friend—and Robert E. Sherwood, when the Round Table began. When Parker was dismissed from the magazine in January 1920, Benchley and Sherwood resigned in protest. The men joined Life, a weekly humor magazine, with Benchley as dramatic critic. “The theatre would be much better off if everyone, with the exception of me and a few of my friends, stayed at home,” he wrote that year. “And even then I should like to go alone once in a while.”

			Benchley’s life changed in 1922. He appeared in a revue staged by the Vicious Circle, doing a parody of a small-town community speaker. His performance of “The Treasurer’s Report” brought the house down. Audience members Irving Berlin and producer Jed Harris begged him to join the Music Box Revue, an annual production of comedy, music, and dance at the Music Box Theatre, 239 West 45th Street. Benchley asked for $500 a week (about $6,700 today); to his total shock, the producers agreed. 

			Benchley became an instant celebrity, and fame followed him into the early talking pictures and, later, radio broadcasting. His first film, The Treasurer’s Report (1928), was the first all-talking film. The Library of Congress later added his second, The Sex Life of the Polyp (also 1928), to the National Film Registry for preservation in perpetuity. In 1935, How to Sleep won the Academy Award for best short subject comedy. 
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							Benchley and MacArthur lived here; today it’s the Marriott East Side. ◆ ◆ ◆

						

					

			Benchley’s family lived in Westchester County while he rented rooms in Manhattan. He shared a room with Charles MacArthur in one of the city’s first skyscrapers at the Shelton Club Hotel, 525 Lexington Avenue (today the New York Marriott East Side). Benchley later boarded at the Algonquin, but the nonstop party in his suite drove him across the street to the Royalton Hotel, 44 West 44th Street, where he lived for more than twenty years. Benchley became a victim of his own success. His writing talents landed him performing jobs that paid him large sums, but then he had no time to write, so he quit altogether.

			Heywood Broun 
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							Heywood Broun could write a newspaper column in less than thirty minutes. ◆ ◆ ◆

						

					

			The quintessential newspaperman in a rumpled suit, Broun lived life to its fullest, never doing anything in moderation. He sported a long overcoat (sometimes of raccoon) and a fedora with phone numbers written inside. He chain-smoked and never left home without his hip flask of gin and bitters. He loved high-stakes poker, roulette, and the ponies, but he also wrote beautifully and voluminously—as much as two thousand words a day for more than twenty years. 

			Broun was born at 55 Pineapple Street in Brooklyn Heights on December 7, 1888. His father owned a successful printing and stationery business. Like Dorothy Parker, he was raised on the Upper West Side, growing up in a brownstone at 140 West 87th Street. He attended the prestigious Horace Mann School for Boys, then in Morningside Heights, where he was voted best all-around man. He also attended Harvard, but to his lifelong chagrin didn’t graduate in 1910 because he couldn’t pass French. 
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						Heywood Broun took up painting as a form of stress relief. He painted only landscapes, calling each one an “Early Broun.” ◆ ◆ ◆

					

				

			Returning from Cambridge, he took up journalism, covering sports for the New York Morning Telegraph. Two years later he asked for a raise and was fired, at which point he joined F.P.A. at the Tribune. By age twenty-two, Broun had become a fixture at ballparks, boxing rings, and horse tracks, friendly with editors, prizefighters, and taxi drivers alike. Broun often played cards in the afternoon with Giants pitcher Christy Mathewson, and in the evening hit the town with Russian ballerina Lydia Lopokova, to whom he was engaged briefly. For the next decade he worked as a reporter, rewrite man, copyreader, Sunday magazine editor, drama critic, book reviewer, and columnist. 

			Broun was an iconoclast, and he married one, too: Ruth Hale, a proto-feminist. The couple had an open marriage and three activities in common: writing, fighting, and moonlighting. They were among the first to join the Vicious Circle, and they counted group members among their closest friends. 

			When they married in 1917, Broun was dramatic editor of the Tribune, but he still lived with his parents, at 195 Claremont Avenue, in Harlem. By 1920, the couple and their young son, Heywood III, lived at 200 West 56th Street, today the Manhattan Club. The following year Broun joined the World, and as his social consciousness increased, his genial columns became serious political discussions, drawing national attention. During the Sacco-Vanzetti trial, his views differed sharply with management, who sacked him. He ran for Congress to represent the Upper East Side as a socialist—unsuccessfully—but he attacked indignities wherever he saw them, and helped displaced workers during the Great Depression.

			The brownstone owned by Broun and Hale at 333 West 85th Street, near Riverside Park, was one of the central residences of the Round Table. Broun won the mortgage at the card table, but several years later the family had to move after he lost the deed, also while gambling. Parties at the house were raucous and legendary, and temporary lodgers here included Grant, Ross, and Taylor.

			In the Thirties, Broun helped found the Newspaper Guild and traveled the country as a labor organizer, campaigning for employment reform and fair wages. He moved to a farmhouse outside Stamford, Connecticut, and his marriage to Hale ended in 1933. He married dancer Connie Madison in 1935, and Broun’s name became closely linked to prominent left-wing causes of the era. Broun spent most of the Thirties as a labor organizer, and campaigned for social issues like equal employment and fair wages. 

			Marc Connelly 
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							Connelly coasted on his early fame for most of his life. He worked in theater and film for the rest of his career, but he peaked by age thirty-nine. ◆ ◆ ◆

						

					

			To be a Round Table member, you had to be talented, witty, and charming. Connelly was all three, in spades. When the mood struck him, he wrote marvelous plays and short stories. Some of the greatest Vicious Circle quips came from his lips, and he was a supremely gifted raconteur, renowned in elite New York society as the ultimate dinner guest. He won the Pulitzer Prize for Drama in 1930, and coasted on that fame for fifty years. 

			Marcus Cook Connelly was born on December 13, 1890, in McKeesport, Pennsylvania. His father owned a boardinghouse, and young Marcus grew up among the transient hustle-bustle of a hotel. He attended a local boarding school and fell in love with the traveling theater shows that passed through nearby Pittsburgh. His family couldn’t afford to send him to college, so he went to work in the advertising department of the Pittsburgh Press, which led to a reporter’s job and a humor column when he was barely out of his teens.

			He wrote one-act plays for a local community theater and was just twenty-two years old when the first was produced. His big break came when a producer took one of his shows to New York to test the waters. Connelly went along, but didn’t have the train fare to return to Pittsburgh. He stayed in Manhattan with a friend and looked for a job instead. 

			By 1915 Connelly was selling light pieces to the New York Sun and the weekly humor magazine Life. He also wrote title cards for silent pictures in Chelsea, New York’s movie hub then. The next year he moved into an apartment with seven struggling writers and artists, including illustrator John Held Jr., at 39 West 37th Street, but had a hard time making the $2 weekly rent. Connelly avoided serving in World War I because he had to support his widowed mother. He spent the war years writing theater news for the New York Morning Telegraph, a paper that contained so much Broadway gossip that its nickname was “the chorus girl’s breakfast.” There Connelly met Broun, a drama critic for the paper. 

			Connelly also crossed paths with George S. Kaufman, who had the theater beat at the Times. In 1920 powerful producers George C. Tyler and Harry Frazee tapped Connelly and Kaufman to create a comedy vehicle for rising young English actress Lynn Fontanne. The pair turned to Algonquin pal F.P.A. for inspiration. Adams had a running character in his column, a ditzy girl named Dulcy (after Dulcinea from Don Quixote), who always found herself in trouble but somehow managed to save the day. Connelly and Kaufman took her as inspiration and wrote the snappy three-act Dulcy, which opened on Broadway in August 1921 at the Frazee Theatre (formerly at 254 West 42nd Street). It launched Fontanne to superstardom and ran for almost 250 performances. 
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				Round Table Love Triangle

				In 1930, Marc Connelly married for the first and only time. His bride, Madeline Hurlock, a beautiful former silent-film star, had appeared in more than fifty comedy shorts. The couple married in Manhattan’s Municipal Building with Robert Benchley as a witness. They honeymooned in Havana, but their rocky marriage lasted only four years. She divorced him in 1935 and married his friend Robert E. Sherwood that summer in Budapest. Connelly quipped that his ex-wife was the only woman to marry two Pulitzer Prize–winning playwrights. After Connelly’s divorce, his mother moved back in with him.
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							Both Marc Connelly and Robert E. Sherwood married Madeline Hurlock, a silent-film star. They all remained friends. ◆ ◆ ◆
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			Connelly and Kaufman followed their success with To The Ladies (1922), starring a young Helen Hayes; Merton of the Movies (1922); the Kalmar and Ruby musical Helen of Troy, New York (1923); the flop, The Deep Tangled Wildwood (1923); the hit, Beggar on Horseback (1924); and another musical, Be Yourself (1924). They last collaborated on The Wisdom Tooth (1926) before parting ways.

			Two years later Connelly received a copy of Roark Bradford’s Ol’ Man Adam an’ His Chillun, the Old Testament retold as family stories handed down from field hands in the Old South. From it he created a legendary show and a rousing success that touched audiences and broke racial barriers in American theater. The Green Pastures featured the first large all-black musical cast on Broadway. Playing at the Mansfield Theatre (now the Brooks Atkinson, 256–262 West 47th Street), the show ran for almost 650 performances from 1930 to 1931, and earned Connelly the Pulitzer.

			Connelly had lived at 47 West 37th Street with his mother, Mabel, in the Twenties. When his success came, they moved to 21 West 87th Street. In 1930, when his play was the biggest hit on Broadway, they still resided together, at 152 West 57th Street.

			Edna Ferber 

			The hardest-working member of the Round Table was Edna Ferber. The Times claimed that for years Ferber wrote a thousand words a day, six days a week, 350 days a year. Ferber took issue with being remembered as an Algonquin habitué, though. In her autobiography, she put her attendance at about four times a year. The reason? She was always working. She wrote eight plays, twelve novels, and more than a hundred short stories. In the whole group, she was the most commercially successful.
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							Winner of the Pulitzer Prize, Edna Ferber was inducted into the New York State Writers Hall of Fame in 2012. ◆ ◆ ◆

						

					

			Like many Round Tablers, her roots lay in the Midwest. She was born on August 15, 1885, in Kalamazoo, Michigan, to storekeepers, but instead of college, where the good student hoped to go, she went to work. At age seventeen, she became a reporter in Appleton, Wisconsin. Working on the Daily Crescent and, later, the Milwaukee Journal gave her the tools she used as a novelist. She developed a keen eye for detail and a knack for talking to strangers, meeting traveling salesmen, store clerks, laborers, and farmers that eventually populated her fiction. She liked and wrote about ordinary men and women, and her mother provided the biggest inspiration for her work. 

			In her early twenties, she battled depression, returning home to convalesce. She bought a used typewriter, and shortly thereafter cranked out her first short story, “The Heroic Heroine,” about an unattractive, ungainly woman, for Everybody’s Magazine, which paid her $50 for it. She quit journalism to write more short stories, including scores featuring Emma McChesney, a traveling underwear saleswoman. Her first novel, Dawn O’Hara, The Girl Who Laughed (1911), tells the story of a woman newspaper reporter in Milwaukee. 

			Ferber lived in Chicago when she wrote her early short stories. In 1912 she moved to the Hotel Belleclaire, 250 West 77th Street, in New York. She often lived in residential hotels, including the Hotel Majestic on the corner of 72nd and Central Park West, but a plaque commemorates her on just one of them, at 50 Central Park West, where she lived for seven years. In 1929 she moved to the Barbizon Hotel for Women (called Barbizon 63 today), 140 East 63rd Street.

			Ferber had her biggest success in 1924 with So Big, the story of a Chicagoland farmwife and her struggle with life and the soil at the turn of the century. It won the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction, was adapted into film twice, and sold more than 250,000 copies. Ferber wrote only about Americans: life on the Mississippi in Show Boat, the development of Oklahoma in Cimarron, oil-rich Texas in Giant, and New York in Saratoga Trunk.

			Ferber adored Broadway and collaborated with George S. Kaufman several times before World War II. They made for a rocky team, but they made it work. Ferber and Kaufman cowrote Minick in 1924, based on one of her short stories, which played for five months at the Booth Theatre. They teamed up again for more hits: The Royal Family (1927), based on the Barrymore family, and the classics Dinner at Eight (1932) and Stage Door (1936). 

			Ferber never married. “Being an old maid is like death by drowning,” she said. “A really delightful sensation after you cease to struggle.” 

			Margalo Gillmore 
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							Margalo Gillmore in Eugene O’Neill’s The Straw (1921). ◆ ◆ ◆

						

					

			The Algonquin nickname of the youngest member of the Round Table was “Baby.” Margalo Gillmore was just twenty-one years old when the lunches started, but she was already known to the Broadway regulars at the table. At the time, she was still living with her parents at 20 Beekman Place. Her mother had instructed her as a teen that when she couldn’t get home for lunch she should go nowhere else but the Algonquin, where the staff could look after her, and in the Twenties, Gillmore appeared regularly in shows just a few minutes’ walk from the hotel.



OEBPS/font/ACaslonPro-Italic.otf


OEBPS/font/Nobel-Book.otf


OEBPS/font/Novella.otf


OEBPS/image/brounpainting_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/font/ACaslonPro-Semibold.otf


OEBPS/font/ACaslonPro-SemiboldItalic.otf


OEBPS/image/brounportrait_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/centralpark1932_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/font/Nobel-Bold.otf


OEBPS/image/31125.jpg
To Don and Val Fizpatrick,

loing and supporlive parents






OEBPS/image/mcmein1_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/benchleyportrait-chap2_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/TheLyonsPressFish_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/ferberportrait_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/6775.jpg
THE VICIOUS CIRCLE ON THE UPPER WEST SIDE
© JaneGrant, 300 W. 85th st.
@ Heywood Broun & Ruth Hale, 333 W. 85th st.
© Marc Connelly, 21 W. 87th st.
© Margaret Leech, 315W. 79th St.
Beatrice & George 5. Kaufman, 150 W. 80th St.
© Dorothy Parker, 310W. 80th St.
@ Edna Ferber, 250 W. 77th St.






OEBPS/image/8762.jpg





OEBPS/font/EccentricStd.otf


OEBPS/image/FPAinterior_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/20488.jpg
¢ 0

Silly of me 1o blame it on dales,
but so it happened to be.
Dammil, it was the Tenties, and
e had lo be smarly.

—Dorothy Parker

LR R 4






OEBPS/image/31157.jpg
Amwx 244 imb‘ M LZENERST ML R MR SR
w w B R0 B <P B Py “
ER} -

Ei ?b
£ 5% .
EE

< TM
Z = s mmy m
Sa8 E: EI
|z > Z=: E
223 = 33
158 &
N2z ;wW&

,dw w
@ﬁ%@%ﬁw%ﬁmﬁs@





OEBPS/image/anthony2_fmt.jpeg
I

LI

il

1
n
LLERATTLL I L






OEBPS/image/photofesttimessquare_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/font/ACaslonPro-BoldItalic.otf


OEBPS/image/31083.jpg





OEBPS/image/murdockpembertondancer_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/ww1woundedFrance_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/cover.jpg
"ALGONQUIN
ROUND TABLE

NEW YORK

4






OEBPS/font/ZapfDingbatsITC.ttf


OEBPS/image/brounhalehouse1a_fmt.jpeg
|
e o | e
(e
i






OEBPS/image/connellyhat_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/font/ACaslonPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/font/Nobel-BookItalic.otf


OEBPS/image/benchleyhotel_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/font/ACaslonPro-Bold.otf


OEBPS/image/6612.jpg





OEBPS/image/hurlock_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/font/Nobel-Regular.otf


OEBPS/image/kaufmansbathingsuits_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/margalogillmorestraw_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/8707.jpg
theALGONQUI N
ROUND TABLE
NEW YORK * Pisegicd






OEBPS/image/FPAnewportrait_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/taxicrash_fmt.jpeg





