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1976

She had been warned.

Barbara Walters had finally won the anchor’s chair, the prize she had long sought and one that NBC News had refused to give her. ABC, then the third-ranking network with little to lose, offered her the job of co-anchoring the nightly news with Harry Reasoner and hosting four annual specials for the then-breathtaking salary of a million dollars a year. She was the first newswoman—the first newsperson, in fact—to get such an astronomical sum. She achieved that distinction by shrewdly playing each network against the other. But her price came with its own price. No one would ever let her forget it.

“Barbara Walters: Million-Dollar Baby?” The Miami Herald asked in a headline trumpeted across all six columns at the top of page 1. “A Million-Dollar Baby Handling 5-and-10 Cent News?” ridiculed a column in The Washington Post. Richard Salant, the president of CBS News, asked sarcastically, “Is Barbara a journalist or is she Cher?” Walter Cronkite said he had experienced “a first wave of nausea, the sickening sensation that perhaps we were all going under, that all of our efforts to hold network television news aloof from show business had failed.”

Despite that queasy feeling, Cronkite demanded a big raise himself, to $900,000 a year, plus summers off, membership in private clubs, and a corporate plane to take him to and from Martha’s Vineyard. “Walter complained about me getting $1 million,” Barbara said. “But he soon was the great beneficiary. He didn’t complain about making a lot more money a year, because I broke the mold, very loudly.”

Loudly, and to the particular dismay of Harry Reasoner. He got a raise, too. But he didn’t want to co-anchor the news with anyone. Especially with a woman.

“You’re going to have a rough time,” veteran broadcaster Howard K. Smith cautioned her beforehand. “Do you know that?”

“I’m beginning to think so,” she replied. But she had no idea how bad it would be.

Smith was her predecessor on the show and a member in good standing of the old boys’ club, part of the fabled team of CBS World War II correspondents known as the Murrow Boys. He had begun co-anchoring the evening news in 1969, paired first with Frank Reynolds and then with Reasoner. In 1975, to Reasoner’s satisfaction, Smith had been sidelined to be a commentator. He knew better than anyone how unenthusiastic Reasoner was about having a partner on the air.

“Be strong and stand up to it, but he’s not going to treat you well,” Smith predicted.

Smith didn’t do her many favors, either. On the Friday night before Barbara’s debut the following Monday, Smith delivered an essay on the evening broadcast. He called Walters “network television’s first female anchorman, a lady whose beauty sometimes disguises a talent rarely equaled in this craft.” He noted that women were making inroads in other jobs in TV news as well. “Now on this report I will answer to a lady anchorman, Barbara,” he said, referring to his continuing role as the show’s occasional commentator. “Any bruise to the male ego is assuaged by the thought that if you’ve got to go, then being a male island in a sea of pretty women, well, what a way to go.” The condescension came from the man who supposedly was in her corner.

Reasoner made no pretense that he was on her side.

He was fifty-three years old, with graying hair and an affable manner that masked his sharp edges. He had already described himself on the air as a chauvinist, proudly out of step with an age in which women were pushing for more parity in the workplace and more possibilities in their lives. He made comments about women and about feminism that would have cost him his job a half-century later. They raised eyebrows even then.

He opposed the Equal Rights Amendment. He endorsed a bride’s vow to “obey” her husband, “observing” that women “who are submissive to a husband with a strong personality seem to be happier than those who are equal or dominant decision-making partners.” He called the first issue of Gloria Steinem’s Ms. magazine “pretty sad” and predicted it would soon fail, although he said “the girls” who were putting it out were “prettier than H. L. Mencken if not as good when it came to editing.” He questioned whether the advent of the first female anchor would really be a “step forward.”

When female flight attendants were battling sexist stereotypes and airline rules about their appearance, he said he preferred that they retain an ornamental role. “They should remain patches of color in the business of flying,” he opined. “They should be there for a few years and then, like the clouds outside the windows, be replaced with soft and fluffy new ones.”

There was nothing “soft and fluffy” about Barbara Walters, of course. She was now forty-seven years old (although she told everyone she was forty-five), twice divorced and a single mother of a child who would struggle with substance abuse. She was supporting her aging parents and special-needs sister. She was determined and ambitious, if cautious about aligning herself too closely with the emerging women’s movement. And she had experience in dealing with resistant men. Near the beginning of her career, at NBC’s Today show, host Frank McGee had issued an edict that she couldn’t speak during on-air interviews with Washington newsmakers until he had asked the first three questions.

Now, in a commentary at the end of their first joint ABC Evening News show, Reasoner raised a spookily similar objection to how much airtime Barbara could claim. Even in the mid-1970s, when the Supreme Court had recognized abortion rights nationwide in Roe v. Wade and First Lady Betty Ford had endorsed the Equal Rights Amendment, some things apparently hadn’t changed all that much.

They sat side by side at the anchor desk for a show more notable for Barbara’s arrival than the news they reported that first night, starting with the resignation of Agriculture Secretary Earl Butz and including a satellite interview with Egyptian president Anwar Sadat. In a commentary at the close, Reasoner said he had a “little trouble” in thinking what to say to greet her that didn’t sound sexist or patronizing or sycophantic. It was an odd beginning; how hard could it be for a noted wordsmith to say “Welcome”?

“The decision was to welcome you as I would any respected and competent colleague of any sex by noting that I’ve kept time on your stories and mine tonight,” Reasoner finally told her. “You owe me four minutes.”

Looking a bit perplexed, Barbara laughed. He didn’t.

After those early shows, Victor Neufeld, then a junior producer, would walk Barbara back to her office from the studio, which was in a building across the street. “She never said a word to me, but I knew she was very anxious and upset,” he told me, describing her as hurt and humiliated. “Her fists were clenched. She grabbed the script in her hands. She held on to the script, just walked looking down, not a word said. And I said, ‘It was a good show.’ She didn’t answer me.”

Reasoner’s bullying unnerved her. So did the onslaught of commentary dissecting her speech patterns, her looks, her clothes, her credentials, her performance in ways no man had ever faced. On Capitol Hill, a powerful congressman weighed in, outraged. “It’s ridiculous,” said Democratic senator John Pastore of Rhode Island, an important figure in the broadcast business because he chaired the Commerce Committee’s subcommittee on communications. “The networks come before my committee and shed crocodile tears and complain about their profits. Then they pay this little girl a million dollars. That’s five times better than the president of the United States makes.”

This little girl.

She was by then a woman who had spent a dozen years working her way up the ranks at NBC, where she had become co-host of the nation’s top-rated morning show. Other critiques also took a demeaning tone, referring to her as “Barbie” and “baby.” “Doll Barbie to Learn Her ABC’s” was the headline on the front page of the New York Daily News. One newspaper depicted her in a cartoon as a chorus girl, reading the news.

Everything she had achieved, and at considerable personal cost, seemed imperiled. “I would pick up the paper every day and read what a flop I was,” she said. She thought about quitting. Instead, for nearly two years she waged what became a war of attrition against Reasoner, one that would damage both of their careers, at least for a time.

He eventually would retreat to a perch on the venerable CBS news program 60 Minutes. He survived the disastrous pairing. Barbara transcended it. In the decades that followed, her career would span and define the golden age of television journalism in a way no one else, male or female, would ever exceed.



Barbara Jill Walters was a force from the time TV was exploding on the American scene in the 1960s to its waning preeminence in a new world of competition from streaming services and social media a half-century later. She was a groundbreaker for women. She expanded the big TV interview and then dominated the genre. By the end of her career, she had interviewed more of the famous and infamous, of presidents and movie stars and criminals and despots, than any journalist in history. With the media landscape changing, she would set a record no one was likely to ever break. Then, at sixty-seven, past the age many female broadcasters found themselves involuntarily retired, she pioneered a new form of talk TV called The View. The show would still be going strong a quarter-century later.

“She was so brilliant,” Diane Sawyer, an erstwhile rival and a groundbreaking journalist herself, told me. “She had such a wonderful idea for creating a signature, just writing it across the sky.”

None of it came easy. Barbara broke in not only before the #MeToo movement spotlighted sexual harassment but before The Feminine Mystique had been published and validated bigger ambitions for women. She had no role models, no mentors. Reasoner was just one of the colleagues who pulled for her to fail. Traditionalists like Cronkite viewed her with disdain, even as she was scooping them on historic interviews in the Mideast and elsewhere. Some rivals never saw her as a real journalist but as a “celebrity interviewer,” one step from her father’s vaudeville roots.

Yet she became an inspiration for many women and girls who followed, in journalism and other fields. A seventeen-year-old high school student in Nashville entered the local Miss Fire Prevention Contest and told the judges that her aspiration was to be a TV journalist. “I want to be like Barbara Walters,” Oprah Winfrey told them. Growing up in Stamford, Connecticut, Jen Psaki would negotiate with her parents to stay up past her bedtime to watch Barbara on ABC’s 20⁄20. “You didn’t feel like you were in a history class and you were bored,” Psaki, who would become a White House press secretary for President Joe Biden and then pursue a TV career herself, told me. “You were being brought on a journey.”

Young people with broadcast ambitions would come up to Barbara and say, “I want to be you.” She had a stock response: “Then you have to take the whole package.”

For her, the whole package included a dysfunctional childhood—a father she couldn’t remember ever hugging as a girl; a distracted and disgruntled mother; a disabled sister she both loved and hated. It encompassed three failed marriages and a daughter who was estranged before reconciling. While she savored her success and all it brought her, contentment was forever elusive. Toward the end, she withdrew into bitterness.

She succeeded not because she was confident, but because she was not. She was a perfectionist and a second-guesser who could drive those around her crazy. (Her second husband, Lee Guber, jokingly told her that the inscription on her gravestone should reflect her constant indecision: “On the other hand, maybe I should have lived.”) She was ferociously competitive—her rivalry with Diane Sawyer became a drama of epic dimensions—and she worked harder than anyone else.

“Given everything she’s accomplished, what is it that keeps her at that level of intensity?” Diane asked in 1996. “What is it she fears will happen if she doesn’t work this hard?”

A quarter-century later, after Barbara had passed away, I asked Diane if she had ever found the answer to those questions. “I’m not sure I ever cracked the code of what kept her getting up in the morning the way she did, and this sheer desire every day,” she told me. “There was nothing more that she could do to make us honor her more than we did.”

Barbara titled her 2008 memoir Audition because she had “always felt I was auditioning, either for a new job or to make sure that I could hold on to the one I had.” The trepidation never went away, not entirely. “No matter how high my profile became, how many awards I received, or how much money I made, my fear was that it all could be taken away from me,” she said late in life, when she could have simply relished all she had achieved. She never did.

Av Westin, a producer who worked with her at the start of her career and at its peak, described her restless drive to me in words that were cinematic. We talked in his West Side apartment one afternoon, not long before his death at age ninety-two. As we spoke, Barbara was in failing health just across Central Park, in her East Side apartment. They were almost precisely the same age, born weeks apart, though she wouldn’t always admit that. In 2022, they would die months apart.

They had known one another for a lifetime, since he was the twenty-something director of the CBS morning show where she had landed her first job as a TV writer. Decades later, they worked together at the ABC Evening News and 20⁄20.

Even when she was dominating the ratings and earning millions of dollars a year, she was never at peace, Av said. “I used to characterize her—describe it as Barbara waking up in the middle of the night… and in the reflected light from a streetlight, which came through the bathroom window, was Barbara’s shadow,” he told me, waving one hand in the air as if conjuring the image. “And she would say to the mirror, ‘Tomorrow, they will find me out.’ ”

She would feel that knot of insecurity even at moments of triumph. Perhaps especially then. If she never stopped running, it was because her ambition and her fear were fueled from the start by her mercurial impresario father. He was both an inspirational figure and a cautionary tale.

His name was Lou Walters.
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1909

He was fifteen years old, just five feet four inches tall and slight, with an owlish mien and an energetic manner. He had a glass eye and a British accent. And he needed a job.

Louis Abraham Warmwater was born in Whitechapel, London, on January 26, 1894, the second child and first son of seven children. When his family emigrated to New York from London in 1909, he was unhappy about leaving the English city he loved. “It made me the most desperately lonely kid in the world,” recalled Lou Walters, whose family, like many others, simplified their surname when they arrived on America’s shores. “I wanted to go back.” He was forced to make other adjustments, too. Before they left, he was playing when he fell on a broken milk bottle and a shard of glass pierced his right eye. He would wear a blue glass eye for the rest of his life.

After they arrived in New York, he didn’t have the option of enrolling in school, though he would be an avid reader his entire life and was said to be a talented writer. As a schoolboy in London, he received a silver medal for an essay he had written; in some versions of the story, the award came from King Edward VII. But his family needed his paycheck, so he searched for work. That discouraging enterprise stretched for seven months, through the entire first winter in his new city. Each morning, he would walk nearly three miles to Times Square from their tenement on Rivington Street on the Lower East Side, he wrote in an unpublished memoir, “It’s a Long Walk.” There, a building at the corner of Broadway and 42nd Street posted want ads on its windows. He would race to the address of a listing that sounded promising only to find twenty or thirty boys lined up ahead of him; soon there would be another twenty or thirty lined up behind him.

When the bosses announced the position had been filled, he would rush to the site of the next prospective job, where there would be another forty boys ahead of him. “It was hopeless,” he said. After months of fruitless effort, he spied this notice: “Office boy wanted. Independent Booking Offices. 1440 Broadway. Apply after 2:00 p.m.”

He didn’t know what a booking office did; he only cared that it was a job. At noon, he wandered over to the Knickerbocker Theatre building at the corner of Broadway and 38th Street and introduced himself to the desk clerk, who to his astonishment ushered him in to see the man in charge, Mr. Stermdorf. Had he worked anywhere before? No. Could he type? No. Hadn’t he read that applicants weren’t supposed to show up for another two hours?

Yes, he replied, but by then there would be an endless line.

Stermdorf sent him away with instructions to come back at two. When the teenager showed up five minutes early, the reception room was jammed and his heart fell. “Sorry, the job’s been filled,” the clerk told him. He was halfway down the stairs when he realized it wasn’t yet 2 p.m.; how could the job be filled? As it turned out, the people who crowded the reception room were entertainers looking for work, and the office boy position was still open.

“Oh, you’re Lou Walters, the one who came early,” the clerk said. “Come in.”

He was hired. Lou suggested it was because Stermdorf was British and appreciated his accent. His daughter would speculate it was because of the gumption he had demonstrated—and that she inherited—by showing up early that day. Whatever the reason, he had succeeded in landing a job, at a weekly salary variously reported at $4 or $6. It would launch him on his life’s course. It would set a path as well for the career his daughter would pursue decades later, one also wrapped in the public’s fascination with celebrities and their stories. Quite by accident, the Walters family had found its calling.

When one of the agency’s owners, Johnny Quigley, left soon afterward to open a branch office in Boston, Lou Walters went with him. Walters’s parents and younger siblings soon moved to Boston, too, although they wouldn’t stay long before settling in New Jersey. By the time he was seventeen, not old enough to drink or to vote, Lou had worked his way up to the job of booker. The field was dominated by the competing United Booking Office, which had signed many of the biggest acts to exclusive, long-term contracts. That meant the Independent Booking Agency, a shoestring operation, had to scramble to line up the remaining singers, dancers, comedians, jugglers, magicians, musicians, and acrobats for smaller towns and vaudeville halls. Despite his youth, Walters turned out to be preternaturally skilled at spotting prospects, then persuading theater owners across New England and in Canada to hire them.

By the time he was twenty years old, he boasted, he was booking four hundred acts and earning a magnificent $30 each week. He was a small man and not particularly handsome. His wire-rimmed glasses made him look more like a bespectacled professor than a master of vaudeville. But he had a big personality and a zest for the business. He had street smarts and a sharply honed instinct for what the public would want to see.

He also was more than willing to take a gamble—for better and worse, the hallmark of the life that followed. He asked Quigley for a $20-a-week raise. “He put an extra five in my envelope,” Lou recalled. “I returned it, and quit.” He founded the Lou Walters Booking Agency instead, renting a second-floor office above Macy’s drugstore, at the corner of Tremont and Stuart Streets. He had $75 in his pocket, just enough to pay the rent and turn on the lights.

By now the young man was a familiar figure in show business circles up and down the Northeast. His new agency represented rising stars and falling ones, everyone from accordionists to zitherists. He signed up Fred Allen when he was billing himself as Fred James, “the world’s worst juggler.” Allen would become a top comedian and pal of Jack Benny. Walters also discovered Jack Haley, then a comic, who would gain fame as the Tin Man in The Wizard of Oz. He represented a young Boston songwriter and pianist named Jimmy McHugh, who would write classic songs that would be recorded by Bing Crosby, Ella Fitzgerald, Peggy Lee, and Judy Garland.

It was the Roaring Twenties, and vaudeville was at its peak. The speakeasies operating in Boston—illegal during Prohibition, and typically run by racketeers and mobsters—were hungry to book entertainers. Lou was making more money than he had ever imagined, and he wasn’t shy about spending it. “He wasn’t one to say, ‘Let’s hold back and put it in the bank,’ ” said Ed Risman, who would be his business associate for a quarter-century. “If he had the money he spent it, or he gambled it.” Lou’s personal bookie set up permanent quarters in the small waiting room outside his office. By some estimates, Walters was earning $65,000 to $75,000 a year. Adjusted for inflation, that would be around $2 million in 2023 dollars.

In a way, Lou Walters was a “million-dollar baby” a generation before his daughter would famously gain that sobriquet.
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Barbara insisted that religion played almost no role in her life.

“I had no religious education at all,” she said without a hint of regret. Her father’s younger brother, Harry, and his wife, Minna, were observant Jews, fasting on Yom Kippur and celebrating Passover, but Lou Walters called himself an atheist. Barbara’s mother, Dena Walters, would light candles on Friday nights but the family didn’t say the traditional Sabbath prayers, and Barbara couldn’t remember either of her parents ever setting foot in a synagogue. When they died, she didn’t follow the Jewish tradition of sitting shiva to mourn them. “So someone says, ‘Are you Jewish?’ I would say, ‘Yes, I’m culturally Jewish,’ ” she said. “Does it govern my life in any way? No.”

But being Jewish had defined and uprooted the life of her ancestors. Both sides of her family fled the Russian Empire to escape antisemitic pogroms that swept across what is now Ukraine and Poland and elsewhere in the late nineteenth century. The Jews who were targeted called it “Storms of the South.” Another wave of attacks, even bloodier, followed in the early twentieth century.

Abraham Isaac Waremwasser, her paternal grandfather, was born in 1866 in Zgierz, near Lodz, now part of Poland. As a young man, he immigrated to London, an orphan without money, education, or prospects. He was hired as an apprentice in a knitting mill owned by the Schwartz family, who had left Eastern Europe themselves years earlier.

Family legend then describes a fairy-tale romance, the stuff of a Hallmark special. On the holidays, the story goes, the elder Schwartzes would send their lovely daughter, Lillian, to the factories with baskets of food—geese and ducklings, bread and cakes—for the apprentices. On this occasion, she was said to be wearing a pale blue coat and a white ermine muff and hat. When she and Abraham spied one another, it was love at first sight. They would marry despite the reservations of her parents, proof of the power of the heart.

At least, that was the story told by one of their granddaughters, Shirley Budd, Barbara’s favorite cousin. Barbara would relate it in an eye-rolling way that indicated she wasn’t convinced it was true—a “fairy tale,” she called it. Even on matters of family lore, she could be a skeptical journalist.

Abraham became a custom tailor in London, but he and Lillian were restless. The clothing trade in the East End was notorious for working conditions so malign that the word “sweatshops” had been coined to describe them. In 1899, Abraham made the long journey to San Francisco, followed in short order by Lillian and their three oldest children, including Lou, then five years old. They may have been among those drawn by stories of the fortunes to be won during the California Gold Rush.

They returned to London a few years later but there were no signs that they were any richer. During a strike in 1906, the family moved for a time to Belfast, then a major Irish port where a growing number of Jewish immigrants had headed. But neither seemed satisfied with that as their final destination. Abraham was interested in emigrating to Johannesburg, in South Africa, then part of the British Empire. But Lillian preferred America, and that was that.

“My father told me my grandmother wanted to come here, not there,” said Lorraine Katz, another cousin of Barbara, “so that was the choice.”

Abraham and his three sons—Louis, Harry, and Barnet—arrived in New York from Liverpool aboard the SS Cedric on August 28, 1909. Seven months later, Lillian and the four girls—Rose, Rebecca, Belle, and Florence—arrived on the SS Columbia. The family moved into an apartment on Rivington Street in lower Manhattan, a neighborhood of tenements crowded with new arrivals trying to get a toehold in an adopted land.

In England, Abraham’s last name of “Waremwasser” had been Anglicized to “Warmwater.” For a time after returning from San Francisco, they used “Abraham” and “Abrahams” as their last name. A year after arriving in the United States, the family changed its name for good to “Walters.” Barbara’s fame led the family to rediscover that linguistic evolution, which had been lost in time. In 2012, on the first season of a PBS series called Finding Your Roots, hosted by scholar Henry Louis Gates Jr., she was one of the celebrities whose genealogy was traced by experts and then dramatically revealed on air.

No surprises here: The DNA analysis conducted for the show found that Barbara’s bloodlines were almost entirely Jewish: 91.2 percent a match with Middle Eastern Jewish and less than 9 percent with European non-Jewish. “There was some sneaking and creeping going on there,” she joked of her non-Jewish heritage. Beforehand, she had predicted on the air that she would be “99.9 percent” Jewish, at the least.



Selig Seletsky, Barbara’s maternal grandfather, was her first ancestor to arrive in the United States, in 1890, carrying a single piece of luggage and promptly changing his first name to Jacob. He had been born in 1870 in Benyakoni, then part of imperial Russia and now just inside the Belarus side of the border with Lithuania. Her maternal grandmother, Celia Sacovich (later spelled Sakowitz), was born in 1875 in the same general neighborhood—in Vilna, now called Vilnius and just inside the Lithuanian side of the border with Belarus.

When Celia was about eighteen years old, she immigrated to Boston’s North End, where she met Jacob and then married him two years later. After working as a peddler, he took a job in a shoe store owned by an older brother. Jacob and Celia had seven children: daughters Dena and Lena, then sons Edward, Samuel, and Max, and finally twin boys, Daniel and Herman.

Two generations later, Barbara would show occasional flashes of each of her grandmothers, of Celia’s bluntness and of Lillian’s flair. Both were matriarchs of big broods, strong-minded women who had been willing to cross an ocean in search of better lives. Both watched their families rise from working-class to middle-class lives.

Maternal grandmother Celia “was short and stout with thick glasses, like my mother,” Barbara said. “Everybody listened to her; she was evidently strong and tough. She spoke English with a heavy Yiddish accent, and the few Yiddish words I remember I learned from Grandma.” Most of the words she recalled seemed to have a certain burn. Nebbish, for one, meaning sweet but pathetic. Farbissener, a sourpuss. And mishegas, meaning a chaotic time, or meshuga, meaning crazy.

Paternal grandmother Lillian, who died when Barbara was seven years old, remained British to the core, even after years of living in New York and Boston and then settling in New Jersey. Each afternoon, her husband would come home from his tailor shop for a traditional High Tea, served on English bone china. Abe would slip into a smoking jacket; Lilly would cut the crusts off watercress-and-cucumber sandwiches. On Sundays, kippers and eggs and onions were served for breakfast. In 1936, when they listened on the radio to King Edward VIII’s speech giving up the throne for the woman he loved, they wept for the monarchy they had left.

If Celia was stout and loud, Lillian was refined and precise, with a taste for the finer things. The Walters home was filled with books. Throughout his life, Lou always seemed to have a book in his hand. When times were flush, he collected first editions. Several of his siblings would follow paths related to the arts, to music and painting. Lilly took a nap each day after lunch, slathering Pond’s Dry Skin Cream on her face and putting cold cucumber slices on her eyes. She favored milk baths and used cut lemons to smooth her elbows.

On the morning she died, Lillian asked Shirley Budd to polish her nails. “A lady should never live like this. How could she die like this?” she demanded. Then she proclaimed herself a virgin. Shirley asked, “How could you be, Grandma? You have seven children.”

“I know,” Lilly replied. “But I never participated.”
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1920

Lou Walters was twenty-five years old and riding high when a mutual friend introduced him to Dena Seletsky at a charity dance in Boston. At twenty-two, Dena was dark-haired and attractive, though chagrined by the thick eyeglasses she had to wear to see almost anything. She was working in a men’s neckwear store. They were a striking couple. Dena was known for elegant airs and a caustic sense of humor. Lou had become a bit of a dandy, favoring imported white shirts with French cuffs and elaborate cuff links.

One year after the dance, on May 30, 1920, they were married in a rented banquet hall, Rabbi Abraham Rosen presiding. For their engagement, Lou had given Dena an extravagant diamond ring. On the night of their wedding, he slipped a mink stole over her shoulders.

“Both the bride and groom are very well known in the younger social set, the bride having been active in many charitable and social affairs carried on by organizations of which she is a member,” the Boston Post wrote in a wedding announcement. The groom “conducts an amusement agency” and is, it reported, “one of the best known theatrical men in New England.”

Not everyone in the bride’s family approved. They asked Dena why she didn’t marry someone in the shoe business. Her uncle owned a shoe store, after all, where Dena’s father worked. Show business was an uncertain enterprise, her relatives cautioned.

Those concerns dismissed, the young couple spent their honeymoon in Atlantic City before settling in Roxbury, where Dena’s family lived. They soon moved into a lavishly decorated mansion in Newton, a tonier Boston suburb. It became a family compound. When Dena’s father died two years after they married, her widowed mother and five younger siblings moved in with them. When sister Lena married Sidney Alkon, he lived there, too. There was room to spare in the fourteen-room house and luxury cars in the driveway. At one point, Lou owned a Pierce-Arrow, a Packard, and two Cadillacs. The family’s earlier disapproval of him dissipated with his largesse. Lou was a soft touch, “a hell of a guy,” one of his brothers-in-law, Herman Seletsky, recalled. “If I wanted anything, I could get it from Lou—money or anything else.”

But there was also sorrow. Lou and Dena’s first child, Burton, born in 1922, died from pneumonia soon after his first birthday. In 1926, when their second child, Jacqueline, was born, it soon became apparent that something was amiss. She was a beautiful baby, and as a young woman was the spitting image of her mother. But she had developmental delays and a crippling stutter.

Barbara was born on September 25, 1929, just as the family’s high times were coming to a catastrophic close. A month after her birth, the stock market crashed and plunged the nation into the worst depression in its history. Like millions of other investors, Lou had bought stocks and bonds on margin. His fortune was wiped out, and he owed gambling debts. Vaudeville faced new competition, too. The first movie talkie, The Jazz Singer, had opened two years earlier.

The furs and the fancy furnishings were sold to cover rent and food and debts. The family was forced to move from the mansion in Newton to a $75-a-month two-family house in Brookline. “My mother was sure things were going to get worse, and for a long time they did,” Barbara said. They kept moving to cheaper and cheaper homes, a disheartening descent. At one point, the family lived next to a funeral home. At another, they rented an apartment where, with Lou’s frequent absences as he sought to revive his fortunes, Dena had to stoke the furnace in the basement so often that she hurt her back.

Lou’s downtown office was shuttered. “For a fast two years or so, I was strictly a bum,” he said, facing derision even from former clients. “You’re a has-been, Lou,” a saloon owner told him. “You’re washed up. All you know is from acrobats.” During the 1930s, there were times “when I thought of selling vacuum cleaners,” he said. Barbara later saw her father as the protagonist of a classic tragedy. “My father cast as the self-deceiving Willy Loman, the doomed, disillusioned character in Death of a Salesman,” she mused.



Step by step, as the nation was struggling out of the deepest economic collapse in its history, Lou began his comeback, too.

He started booking acts for trade groups including the Massachusetts Shoe Manufacturing Association. (What was it about that generation of the family and the shoe business?) “Not very glamorous, but it helped pay the bills,” Barbara remembered. With vaudeville fading, he scouted talent for nightclubs. His first show, at a Boston club called the Lido Venice, featured a female impersonator from New York and what he billed as “a Chorus of Lovely Debutantes”—in fact, young women he had recruited from local dancing schools. Lou recognized the public’s prurient interest in notorious people; his daughter would do the same a generation later with interviews on TV of the victims and the perpetrators of celebrated crimes. He persuaded Evelyn Nesbit to appear onstage, despite a lack of apparent talent. She was famous for having had an affair with architect Stanford White that prompted her millionaire husband, Harry Thaw, to shoot him dead. With those credentials, she packed the house to hear her recite “The Persian Kitten.”

Then the Lido was sold. Lou rented the cabaret on the fifteenth-floor penthouse of the Bradford Hotel, booking acts for a percentage of the take and free office space. The Cascades Roof, which had been losing money, began to turn a profit. But the hotel chain went out of business and closed. Next, he took a traveling show on the road, twenty-some performers jammed into four cars, touring as far north as Toronto and Nova Scotia in search of a paying audience. The first car featured a big sign that read, “Stop. Look. And Listen.” But he was barely eking out a living, and he was gone from home for weeks at a time.

Finally, in 1937, he took over the lease of a building with its own colorful history. At one time a Greek Orthodox church, the building at 46 Winchester Street had been converted to a Chinese restaurant and then an Egyptian-themed nightclub called the Karnak. The structure was dilapidated, but the ceilings were high; Lou could envision trapeze artists swinging over the heads of the customers. For his new club, he first considered the Congo as a theme—lions and tigers painted on the walls and a chorus line of “native” dancing girls. Or perhaps something bohemian and artsy that echoed Greenwich Village. Then he saw Gold Diggers in Paris, a Warner Bros. movie released in the summer of 1938. The musical starred singer Rudy Vallee as the owner of a failing New York nightclub who takes his dancers to Paris after a French diplomat mistakes his Club Balle for the Academy Ballet of America. There, they win the grand prize at an international dance exposition. Walters’s twist was to (purportedly) bring Parisian dancers to America. He adopted as the club’s name the title of one of the film’s songs, “Latin Quarter.”

The song would become the theme of the Latin Quarter nightclubs, and with that of Barbara’s childhood. At age eighty-two, standing on the street at the site of the old Latin Quarter in New York during a TV interview, she began to sing it, still word-perfect.


“So this is gay Paree! Come on along with me!

We’re stepping out to see the Latin Quarter.

Put on your old beret; let’s sing the Marseillaise

And put our wine away like water.”



Lou had little capital and no margin for error. He had borrowed money from loan sharks and needed a fast turnaround; for a loan of $1,200, he would owe $2,000 in six months, or else. He paid a local artist $250, and the promise of $500 later, to paint murals on the wall of Parisian café scenes and portraits of what he called “girls with watching eyes”—that is, “black haired, slit-skirted, French prostitute looking.” He bought used tables and chairs from the Salvation Army. He melted candles around the necks of empty wine bottles as table decorations to set the mood. He called an old friend, Boston police commissioner Joseph Timilty, who in turn called an old friend, Massachusetts governor James Michael Curley, to get a liquor license. Both Curley and Timilty were known for being corrupt.

“What if it fails?” Dena Walters fretted. “What then? With two young children to support?” On opening night, Lou pulled all the money he had from his pocket and counted it: sixty-three cents. He turned to a nearby waiter and handed him the change. “Here,” he said. “Now I start from scratch.”

His gamble paid off, this time. The club was a hit from the start. By one estimate, the Boston Latin Quarter would gross three quarters of a million dollars in its first season.

The secret to his success, Walters said, was going over the top in everything from the cut of the steaks (the biggest) to the costumes on the chorus girls (the skimpiest). “Just let me get my hands on enough velvet and chromium and I will build nightclubs like the world has never seen before, luxury like the Roman emperors never dreamed of,” he said. “I will give them shows that will be lovely, but also breathtaking. I will have teams of apache dancers touring all over the world. And I will give all this, and an eight-course steak dinner, too, for a reasonable price.” (“Apache,” pronounced ah-PAHSH, was a dramatic style of modern dance associated with the streets of Paris.)

For the grand finale at each performance, the dancers would perform what was billed as a French can-can, prancing around the stage and high-kicking in unison as they flounced layers of petticoats. One by one, they would drop into a split, raising their skirts over their heads and flashing their ruffled panties.
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1938

In her father’s new Latin Quarter in Boston, and in his nightclubs that would follow, nine-year-old Barbara discovered her private niche.

She was a child who grew up early, seeing her parents in bright and sobering lights—sometimes a painful dynamic since she was, unmistakably, the product of both of them. She would be an innovator and a showman like her father, and, like him, she would never be entirely satisfied by her success. But she also learned a lesson she never forgot from her mother, the foreboding that today’s good fortune could disappear tomorrow, a recipe for an insecurity that would gnaw at her for the rest of her life.

Barbara was small and wiry, with dark hair and a watchful manner. The forceful, take-charge adult she would become was nowhere in sight, not yet. Her family’s affectionate nickname for her was “Skinnymalinkydink” because, she said, she was “all angles and bones, like a little dark spider.” Her mother would pick her up from the Lawrence School, the neighborhood public school in suburban Brookline that she had attended since kindergarten, and take her and her older sister downtown. Jackie had briefly attended Lawrence, too, assigned to a class of children with special needs, but she had to repeat first grade and never made it to second. Already isolated from the world, the club was almost the only place where Jackie could sit in the midst of life’s hubbub and feel welcome.

In the nomenclature of the day, she was diagnosed as “mildly retarded.” Years later, Barbara wondered if her sister might have been autistic. When they were children, Jackie was prettier and softer looking than the angular Barbara. But her extreme stutter made it all but impossible to understand what she was trying to say; when she began to speak, strangers would realize something was off. She was prone to tears and tantrums. She needed help even to comb her hair and get dressed in the morning. She would never marry, or hold a job, or live on her own.

While Jackie found solace in the noise and distraction backstage, Barbara preferred to climb into the lighting booth, where the spotlights would track the dancers and the musicians, the acrobats and the magicians onstage. From her perch, she could watch them practice, seeing them without being seen. She had a bird’s-eye view of the glamour and the artifice. She could repeat the comedians’ jokes and sing the Latin Quarter theme song, mimicking the high can-can kicks that went with it. She would remember sitting in George Burns’s lap.

But she also saw them as they idled backstage, without the makeup or the bravado. Some were on their way up; some were on their way out. All that gave her a sense not only of their spark but also of their insecurities. It gave her an attitude toward headliners that was both unromantic—she would never be particularly cowed by someone’s fame—and empathetic. “Behind these fantasy figures were real people,” she said, with the same strains and sorrows of everyone else.

She also learned how to focus amid chaos, a useful skill years later when covering breaking news. Joy Behar, a co-host of The View, the talk show Barbara would create more than a half-century later, marveled at her ability to shut out the world around her. “When you see her on a plane, she has her glasses on,” Behar said. “She sits by the window and just reads. And I remember people telling me, when her father owned the Latin Quarter, the comedians would come in and out. It must have been tumult all the time. And a couple of them told me they remember seeing the young Barbara in the corner, with her glasses, reading.”

Barbara’s visits to the club highlighted the dysfunctions of her family. Her mother was there in part because she wanted to keep tabs on her husband, who was prone to reckless impulses, from gambling to dalliances with women. “She’d sit in on discussions, and she wasn’t afraid to tell Lou what she felt or how she felt,” said Ed Risman, the club’s manager. “She wasn’t a little Jewish mother. She was a ballsy woman.” Lou complained that she harped on every problem without comprehending the glorious possibilities. “She sees the seams but not the satin,” he would say.



Young Barbara found herself uneasy and perplexed by the growing gulf between her parents. Years later, she analyzed it with some remove. “On paper, they seemed ideally suited for each other,” she said. “Each was a member of what seems now to be a huge family—seven children. Each was a child of immigrant parents whose journey from persecution in the ‘old country’ could be the history of thousands of Jewish refugees transforming their lives in America.”

But over time their relationship became toxic—“torturous,” their daughter would call it—though they never divorced. He was absent; she was anxious. He was a dreamer; she was a skeptic. His infidelity was not exactly a rarity in his line of work; Dena installed one of her brothers, Eddie Selette, on the nightclub payroll to report on her husband’s comings-and-goings.

Lou was said to have an extended and serious affair with one of his showgirls, something Barbara said she learned only years later. By then, reports of her own love life were the stuff of gossip columns. “If true, I certainly can’t judge him too harshly,” she said. “Let’s face it, it would have made sense. Most people in show business were, and are, romantically involved with other people in show business. My father was surrounded by the most beautiful young women, and he was married to an ordinary, middle-aged woman.”

That ordinary, middle-aged woman was less tolerant of her husband’s indiscretions. Even when her daughter was a youngster, Dena would vent to her about Lou’s absences, about his failings. Barbara wouldn’t fully appreciate his gifts, his aspirations, until years later, until she was in her forties. Dena wasn’t meant for life with Lou, their daughter concluded. “My mother should have married the way her friends did, a man who was a doctor, or who was in the dress business.”

Or the shoe business, perhaps. Just as the Seletsky family had warned before their wedding.

The afternoons at his nightclub were sometimes the only time Barbara saw her father during the week. She resented his frequent absences. “I don’t know whether it was animosity, but I think it was a little bit of anger,” said Shirley Budd, Barbara’s cousin. “Instead of being home when Barbara went to bed at nine o’clock, Lou was off [at] the club.”

Even when he was around, he could seem absent. For a showman with a big presence in public, he had a hard time showing affection in private. “I can’t remember my parents ever kissing in front of us, or hugging or even having a laugh,” Barbara said, wondering if they would have stayed married in a later era. Nor was he given to expressions of fondness for his daughter. “I don’t remember ever trying to hug him, even after he came home from a long trip,” she said, a wistful admission.

She had some sweet childhood memories of outings with him, but they were rare: eating chicken chow mein in Boston’s Chinatown, for one, and riding on the Swan Boats at the Boston Public Garden. (As an adult, she bought a watercolor by John Whorf titled Swan Boat, Boston Public Gardens, and hung it over her bed.) During summers, they would share a house with Aunt Lena’s family in Hull, Massachusetts, which featured Nantasket Beach. On Sundays, if he was there, Lou would take them to watch the local baseball team play.

“To this day, thanks to him, I love baseball,” she said later. “I am a Yankees fan now, but then I rooted for the Boston Red Sox. It all sounds very ordinary, doesn’t it? Well, it was.” But those halcyon days were the exception, she noted. “The summers were a welcome respite from the quieter, darker days of our winters.”



If her father was distressingly distant for most of the year, her mother could be all too close.

Dena relied on her daughter for companionship and used her as a sounding board. She had few more suitable friends. She was close to her sister, but Lena lived several miles away, in Dorchester, and had two young sons of her own. Dena didn’t drive. She didn’t play cards or golf or tennis. Her days were dominated, and perhaps her maternal reserves exhausted, by the demands of caring for her disabled daughter; the family never managed to find a suitable school for Jackie.

With her father self-absorbed, her mother distracted, and her sister in need of constant care, Barbara fended for herself. Years later, one of Barbara’s closest friends told me she would describe her childhood with resignation. “My mother really took care of my sister all the time and I was ignored,” she told her. “I had to look after myself pretty much a lot of the time.” Dena treated her like a peer with whom she could share her grievances. Most nights, she would cook dinner for the two girls while her husband was at the club or on the road. She would ask Barbara about her day. Then she would unload about her own.

Barbara grew up with “tension in the air,” one of her closest friends, a psychotherapist, would say later. “It did not seem odd to me that I was her confidante,” Barbara said of her mother, “but looking back now, I realize I was never young.” When she was about to turn eighty years old, she described her upbringing to another celebrity interviewer, Larry King. “I ask you,” she said to him. “Is this a childhood?”
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Sisters.

Jackie was the source of love and empathy, embarrassment and guilt. Even, at times, hatred.

When Barbara wrote her memoir in 2008, she considered calling it Sister, though she settled on Audition as the title instead. Still, the first paragraph in the prologue is just that one word: “Sister.” Jackie, she said, “was unwittingly the strongest influence in my life.” Her sister’s limitations often defined her own.

When Barbara would invite friends over or go out on a date, her mother would urge her to include her older sister, who had no friends of her own. The result was less to integrate Jackie than to isolate Barbara, not yet confident enough in her own skin to stand up for a sibling who was so different. It reinforced her sense of being an outsider herself. It was because of Jackie and the complications she posed, Barbara said, that she didn’t host birthday parties or join the Girl Scouts.

She would always have mixed feelings about her. Jackie gave her “a compassion and an understanding of people” that she might never have had, she said, and she would name her only child after her. But Jackie’s disability also embarrassed Barbara. Then she would feel guilty about being ashamed of her.

“I loved my sister,” Barbara said late in life, years after Jackie had died in 1985 of ovarian cancer. “She was sweet and affectionate and she was, after all, my sister. But there were times I hated her, too. For being different. For making me feel different. For the restraints she put on my life. I didn’t like that hatred, but there’s no denying that I felt it.” She wondered if people would be “horrified” by that admission, but she said those who had a disabled sibling would understand.



Barbara’s earliest memory of her sister was a painful one. She was perhaps three; Jackie was six. After hearing her stutter, some boys in their Brookline neighborhood made fun of her and pulled at her skirt. Their ridicule was humiliating; the two girls ran into their house in tears. A few years later, when the girls were taking tap dance lessons, their mother dressed them in identical costumes for a local talent show. But Jackie panicked onstage, forgetting her steps, staring in desperation at Barbara. Someone in the audience began to boo.

Almost as piercing for Barbara was this memory: One of the happiest times of her childhood was a brief stretch when Jackie was away, enrolled in a boarding school in Pennsylvania for children with special needs. The family had just moved to Miami Beach from Boston. “This meant I had my parents all to myself,” Barbara said, thrilled with the focus on her. Her mother’s mood brightened, too.

But Jackie was desperately unhappy. She came home six months later, never to be sent away again.

Backstage at her father’s nightclubs, the chorus girls would fuss over Jackie. Some of the stars would, too, Frank Sinatra among them. Broadway legend Carol Channing, the daughter of a leader in the Christian Science church, had grown up in a household that had welcomed people with developmental disabilities. She invited Jackie to her shows and would call and visit her, forging a friendship that was genuine.

Singer Johnnie Ray, a pioneer in rock-and-roll, called her “Jackie darling” and sent her birthday cards and autographed pictures when he was on tour. His own childhood may have made him especially sensitive to her isolation. He was a budding musician when he lost hearing in his left ear at age thirteen in a Boy Scout accident, an injury that went unrecognized for a time and prompted him to withdraw from others.

That experience gave him a stronger need to connect with other people, he said, and contributed to his trademark emotional displays onstage. His biggest hits were “Cry” and “The Little White Cloud That Cried”; he became known as “The Prince of Wails” and “The Million Dollar Teardrop.”

Jackie had a crush on him, and in her innocence believed he felt the same way about her. Her diary was laced with his name. “Johnnie is working in Chicago. Hope he calls me,” she wrote. And again, “Johnnie is in Dallas. Someday I will marry him.”



At age seven or eight, Barbara began complaining about constant stomach pains—not because she had them, but because it meant her mother would leave Jackie with Dotey, an elderly woman and the only babysitter she trusted, and take Barbara to a round of doctors. After the examinations and the tests, for a treat, they would stop at a restaurant and she could order a plate of spaghetti. “Bliss,” Barbara recalled, both for her favorite meal and for the time alone with her mother.

A diagnosis of her phantom pains naturally proved elusive; the best prescription would have been the attention she yearned to get. No one seemed to suspect she was faking her complaints. “Finally one bewildered doctor said I should have my appendix taken out,” she recalled.

This was, it would seem, an extreme remedy. But Barbara embraced it. “It seemed the only choice,” she said. “So I did, happily. More attention.”

She spent almost a week in the hospital. Each day, her mother would take the streetcar from Brookline to Boston, then walk ten blocks to see her. One night, when Barbara heard someone entering her room, she feigned sleep until the visitor, presumably a nurse, had left. “I finally opened my eyes and saw at the foot of my bed my favorite doll,” she recalled. “My mother, worried that I would feel alone, had taken the streetcar at night to visit me one more time.”

The memory stayed with her. “It makes me so sad for her,” she said.

As an adult, Barbara related her experience in a matter-of-fact tone, as if it were just another childhood anecdote. But it was more than that. Children often fake stomachaches for some psychological need—because they want more attention, as she did, or because they’re anxious about going to school. But it’s rare for that to lead all the way to a risky and unnecessary surgery. If her pretenses had persisted, it might have suggested a mental illness psychiatrists diagnose as factitious disorder. The effort to gain emotional support, sometimes deliberate and sometimes unconscious, is often associated with childhood trauma. Even short of that, the episode is shocking, most of all because of what it revealed about her family. How is it possible that neither her mother nor her father nor any of her doctors recognized what was at the heart of a little girl’s mysterious pain?

Barbara seemed to suffer no long-term repercussions from the loss of her appendix, and she apparently never carried out a similar untruth about her health again. Instead, she would find other, more acceptable ways to command the attention of her family and the world.



She was a solitary child and a diligent student. “A very serious pupil,” Mildred Gillis, her fifth-grade teacher at the Lawrence School, would say years later. Miss Gillis was usually “stingy” with As, she said, but she gave them to Barbara. The child was “delightful” and a “good writer.” But she didn’t seem to have any playmates, Miss Gillis recalled. “I don’t remember Barbara as being social. School was a place of business for her.”

Not by choice.

“I desperately wanted playmates, to have friends over to my house, to belong instead of always feeling like an outsider,” Barbara said. She didn’t boast about her father’s glamorous profession; she was chagrined about it. While some in Brookline admired the glitz, others didn’t consider a nightclub that featured nearly nude showgirls and risqué comics as entirely respectable. “To other people, to have a father who owned a nightclub: Hey, wasn’t that great?” she said. “But I wanted him to come home every night, and not just Friday nights. I wanted him not to sleep until 2:00 in the afternoon. I guess I wanted my father to be a dentist.”

She wanted to be just like the others in her class. Not to stand out. To fit in.

“When I was about seven years old, the school put on a little performance for adoring parents,” she remembered. “It featured a robin redbreast as the lead and a chorus of little brown-costumed chirpers. I was assigned the leading role of the robin. But here’s the thing: I didn’t want to be the star. I wanted to be in the chorus, to be like all the other kids.” Her mother, a skilled seamstress, made her a robin costume with a red belly and wings. When Barbara tried it on, she burst into tears. She explained why to her bewildered mother.

The next day, Dena went to school with her and talked to the teacher. At the performance, Barbara was, happily, a chirper in the chorus. Just like nearly everyone else.



Later, of course, Barbara would decide she didn’t want to be a chirper in the chorus.

As a girl, she would get glimpses of a more traditional life when they visited her uncle, Harry Walters, a leading citizen in the seaside town of Asbury Park, New Jersey, about an hour from Manhattan. Uncle Harry and Aunt Minna had a happy marriage, three healthy daughters, and a successful dry-goods store. Harry was the patriarch of the Walters clan. “He was handsome, easygoing, sweet, and, I guess, predictable,” Barbara said. “His older brother, Lou, my father, was adventurous, a gambler, an artist in his way, and definitely not a family man.”

At times, she envied her three cousins. She was the one who didn’t have “the most normal” childhood or the happiest one.

And yet.

“[W]hen we grew up—forgive me for saying this—my life was so much more interesting than theirs,” she said of her cousins from Asbury Park. “Not necessarily better, but much more interesting. And for better or worse, I came to value ‘interesting’ far more than ‘normal.’ ” She would choose interesting over normal, ambition over three marriages, an interview with a big newsmaker over a planned holiday with her daughter. She would choose power and prominence and fortune, the chance to be the robin redbreast at center stage rather than a chirper in the chorus.

For better or worse, she would decide to take the shiny paper over the plain, as she once put it, any day of the week. Just like her father.
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1939

Palm Island is a peculiarly Floridian invention, a narrow strip of land created by dredging and reachable by a causeway that connects the cities of Miami and Miami Beach. In the 1930s, with only a handful of houses on the site, it was famous mostly for the presence of Earl Carroll’s Palm Island Club, favored by big spenders and a fast crowd until the state outlawed slot machines in 1937.

Without profits from the casino, the club went bankrupt, but Lou Walters, as usual, had a vision of the possibilities. The Latin Quarter in Boston was going gangbusters. Now he saw the prospects of opening another one here. The big white building was a Hollywood version of what a nightclub should look like, with wide steps leading up to a marble entrance, seating inside for some six hundred customers, dormitories on the premises for the dancers. “I was in love with the big, beautiful Palm Island Club,” he wrote in his unpublished memoir. There was more, he added. “I was in love with the adjoining 15-room mansion.”

He signed a ten-year lease with a Baltimore mortgage company for the club, at $7,500 a year, and leased the mansion across the street for another $2,500. Uprooted from Miss Gillis’s fifth-grade class in Brookline, Massachusetts, Barbara moved with some reluctance from the family’s apartment there to the sprawling house on the bay. It was painted pistachio green—“just like the ice cream,” she said—and situated on five acres of hibiscus, bougainvillea, and palm trees. They moved into the house in November 1939.

A month later, a man named William Dwyer showed up at the front door, accompanied by his bodyguard or his chauffeur or, possibly, his partner in a more personal regard. Dwyer was the previous owner of the Palm Island Club; band leader Earl Carroll had been his front man, producing a show called the “Vanities Revue.” Dwyer had defaulted on the club’s mortgage, but he had continued to rent the house across the street. His lease had run out a year earlier, but he said he had an understanding that the owner wouldn’t rent it to someone else without letting him know.

Here he was, ready to move back in for the winter. “Mr. Dwyer is here,” announced Mrs. Speiler, a middle-aged housekeeper who also apparently came with the house.

Legally, Dwyer had no claim to the mansion, that was clear. But in the world of clubs and casinos, of gamblers and mobsters, “Big Bill” Dwyer was not a man to be casually dismissed. During Prohibition, he had been known as “king of the bootleggers.” He spent thirteen months in the Atlanta federal penitentiary in the 1920s—“a little vacation,” he called it—after being convicted of trying to bribe members of the Coast Guard to overlook his rumrunning operation. The jail time didn’t quell his ambitions. Once released, he bought an expansion National Hockey League franchise and introduced professional ice hockey to New York City; later, he bought a National Football League team and moved it to Brooklyn. He renamed it the Dodgers. But he had encountered a spot of trouble seven months before he showed up at the Walters’s front door. He had been convicted of tax evasion after a ten-minute trial in Brooklyn Federal Court and ordered to pay the government an astonishing $3,715,907 in back taxes and penalties.

Legal problems aside, Dwyer was still president of the nearby Tropical Park Race Track, and he remained a formidable figure around town. Lou understood exactly who was standing on his doorstep, surrounded by a pile of suitcases.

“They say your life passes in front of you in a flash when you are drowning, that a drowning man clutches at straws,” he said of that first encounter with Dwyer. Lou knew he had a signed-and-sealed lease for the nightclub and the house. But he was less certain about the extralegal repercussions for sending on his way a man known locally as “The Fixer.” “You took care of Bill, Bill took care of you,” he noted. The reverse might also be true: You crossed Bill, and perhaps he would take care of you in an entirely different way.

Fortuitously, only three of the mansion’s seven bedrooms were currently occupied by the Walters family, leaving spare rooms for Mr. Dwyer and his odd entourage. They would stay for five months, until spring, when the winter season ended and they would head back to his home in Queens.

With that began one of the closest and surely the strangest of Barbara’s childhood friendships. It was an early example of her comfort with men who had complicated backstories, even criminal ones.

“He took a shine to me,” she said as though that explained everything. She took a shine to him, too. She remembered him as a kind-faced man with round rimless glasses and combed-back hair. He was fifty-six years old; she was nine. Perhaps he took the place of the doting father she yearned to have. On the weekends, he would take her to his racetrack. She was too young to go inside, but they would park where she could see the horses run. Her father would slip her a few dollars, which she would give to Dwyer to place bets on her behalf.

“Magically I always won,” she recalled. That first winter in Miami Beach was “one of the happier times of my young life.”

Her only other friend at the time was Phyllis Fine, a girl of a more suitable age who was in her class at school. Her father was in show business as well, and he was also a gambler. Born Louis Feinberg, his stage name was Larry Fine, one of the renowned Three Stooges. (He was the one with the circle of bushy hair around a dramatically receding hairline.) They were living in a Miami Beach hotel, where Barbara would occasionally sleep over. But the remoteness of Palm Island, and the need to have an adult drive them back and forth, made getting together difficult.

The isolation was hard on Dena, who had never learned to drive. She finally took lessons and practiced by driving Barbara to and from appointments with her orthodontist in Miami. The parking lot outside his office meant she didn’t have to parallel park, a daunting challenge. But she was never a confident driver, and as the streets became more congested, she stopped trying. It was a life skill Barbara would never acquire, either.

Big Bill Dwyer was in Florida without his wife and five children, who presumably had stayed at their home in New York. Later, Barbara would wonder if Dwyer was gay, not a question that occurred to her at the time. “In those days the only reference to ‘gay’ I’d ever heard was in the Latin Quarter’s theme song, ‘So This is Gay Paree,’ ” she said. “But in retrospect it seems somewhat logical.” For one thing, despite the surplus of bedrooms in the mansion, he and his bodyguard/chauffeur shared the same one.



The new Latin Quarter opened on Palm Island on December 23, 1940, just in time for Christmas. It was an instant smash.

The $6 minimum promised what Lou billed as “delicious food” and “startling shows,” presumably a reference to the scant attire of the showgirls. At first, he couldn’t afford top entertainers; instead, he booked novelty acts. An ad in the Miami Daily News depicted a pair of dramatic Apache dancers, purportedly from the streets of Paris, both smoking thin cigarettes, the man in a beret. Their act included a choreographed brawl between the man and several women that ended, twice a night, when a woman shot him for two-timing her.

The club’s second winter season opened three weeks after the attack on Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941. The surprise Japanese assault on the Pacific fleet prompted the United States to enter World War II, but the show went on anyway. It did reflect some wartime realities. In one routine, titled “Blackouts in Rhythm,” the showgirls dressed as lightning bugs.

By then, the success of the club meant Walters could book some of the biggest names in show business, from Jimmy Durante and Sophie Tucker to Joe E. Lewis and Martha Raye. Dean Martin and Jerry Lewis, then a comic duo before each pursued individual movie careers, took the stage. So did exotic dancer Sally Rand and her white feather fans. In 1947, actress Jane Russell would command $15,000 a week. Comedian Milton Berle became such a regular that Barbara could mimic his opening gag decades later.

“He would walk up to the standing microphone, touch it, then jump back as if in shock and say, ‘I’ve just been goosed by Westinghouse,’ ” she said. It always got a laugh. She could also re-create on demand the patter of a Spanish ventriloquist known as Señor Wences, who would later gain fame with forty-eight appearances on The Ed Sullivan Show. He would make a fist, color his closed finger with lipstick to form a mouth, create two “eyes” with black chalk, and drape a floppy orange wig across the top. With that, the falsetto-voiced “Johnny” would mercilessly tease Señor Wences, whose real name was Wenceslao Moreno Centeno.

There were also the showgirls, of course, balancing towering headdresses as they strode and posed onstage. Tiny sequined pasties covered their nipples, a nod to the laws barring nudity, and their G-strings were constructed of feathers and fur. One showgirl carried an actual black kitten in a fur-lined muff over her private parts.

“This place puts on perhaps the most elaborate show in the Miami area,” read the most unusual of reviews, a memo written in 1944 by the FBI Miami field office and sent to FBI director J. Edgar Hoover. “Due to this fact, it attracts… the hoodlum and gangster element.” The regular visitors included eccentric business magnate Howard Hughes and Joseph P. Kennedy, father of John F. Kennedy; his chauffeur would drive him from the family’s summer compound in Palm Beach. The most notorious resident of Palm Island visited occasionally, too.

Al Capone had bought a ten-thousand-square-foot home with a hundred-foot dock in 1928 from Clarence Busch, a prominent local real estate investor. More than a decade later, after a stint in Alcatraz, he and his bodyguards drove to Florida, arriving on Palm Island in March 1940, a few months after the Walters family had moved in down the street. Increasingly frail and suffering from dementia, Capone was a shadow of the fearsome criminal nicknamed Scarface. He would sit at the Latin Quarter, sip a club soda, and pull a crisp twenty-dollar bill from his pocket to pay. “He never interfered with anyone and believe me, no one wanted to interfere with him,” Lou recalled.

Barbara would ride her bike past Capone’s house, hoping to catch a glimpse of him, though she never did. She spent her days reading books and playing with her elaborate dollhouse. She would walk to the docks to wave at the tourists on the sightseeing boats. Until she was sent to bed at 10 p.m. on weekends, she was allowed to watch the evening shows at the Latin Quarter, tucked into her favorite spot in the lighting booth.

In 1972, when Barbara was beginning to attract attention as a correspondent on the Today show, she was interviewed by Sonya Hamlin, host of a Boston program called People Games. “Free-associate,” Hamlin said. “Give me one word for your childhood.”

“Lonely,” Barbara replied.
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1941

Barbara was ready to enter the eighth grade when her father announced they were moving out of the pistachio-green house on Palm Island.

The Latin Quarter was doing so well that Lou and his show had been featured in The Saturday Evening Post. “A spectacular and magnificent night club venture,” The Miami Herald proclaimed. “One of the outstanding clubs in the country,” the Miami Daily News agreed. He took his “Midnight in Paris” revue to Nassau for a benefit for the British Red Cross sponsored by the Duke and Duchess of Windsor. A photo from that night shows Lou and Dena chatting with the Duchess, all of them in evening clothes.

Lou was eager to expand to other cities. On the first day of 1941, the morning after raucous New Year’s Eve celebrations had rung in the new year, he was sitting alone in the Palm Island club. Irving Zussman, a PR man from New York, called with an offer too good to resist.

“How’d you like to run a nightclub on Broadway?” he asked. “In Times Square. The best location in the world. And you won’t have to put up a cent.”

Elias Moses (E. M.) Loew, an Austrian émigré who had amassed a fortune in movie theaters and real estate, wanted to get into the nightclub business. The two men already knew one another. Back in the day, Lou had booked vaudeville acts into some of Loew’s theaters. Now, Loew had found a prime location for a club with a ten-year lease. He would provide the capital; Lou would stage the show in exchange for a salary, some equity, and his name on the marquee—an offer, Loew’s widow would explain, “to boost Lou’s ego and make him work harder.”

Lou was thrilled to be heading back to New York, the town he had left as a teenager, fueled by nothing more than hustle and hope. To Times Square, the neighborhood where he had searched so desperately for his first job three decades earlier.

The vacant building on a triangular-shaped lot at Broadway and 48th Street had a cautionary history. A string of nightclubs already had failed on the site: the Cotton Club, George White’s Gay White Way, the Palais Royal. But when Lou’s Latin Quarter opened on April 22, 1942, five months after the United States entered World War II, it was packed with an audience drawn by his classic prescription: steaks, showgirls, and a touch of Paris for anyone who could afford the $2 minimum. He titled the first show “Folies des Femmes.” The Broadway correspondent for United Press called it “as lavish a show as a night club has brought to town in well over a year.”



In New York, the Walters family moved to the Buckingham, a residential hotel with an arch of stained glass over double doors at the entrance. At the corner of 57th Street and Sixth Avenue, it was in the middle of the city, across the street from Carnegie Hall and a block from the Automat. Barbara enrolled at Fieldston, a private school with a leafy high school campus in Riverdale, in the Bronx. Affiliated with the Ethical Culture Society, the school gained renown over the years for its prestigious alumni, from physicist J. Robert Oppenheimer to composer Stephen Sondheim to power broker Robert Moses. Notorious lawyer Roy Cohn attended for a year, too.

Barbara was miserable, especially at first. “It was coed and full of cliques,” she said. When she arrived, she realized with horror that her shoes, bought in Florida, were a mistake—white open-toed “Cuban heels” rather than the requisite black-and-white saddle shoes—and that she wasn’t wearing the right socks with them. Every single thing about her seemed wrong, she worried. Her clothes made her look like a hick and her unusual speech pattern, what she tried to explain away as just a Boston accent, made her sound affected. In the beginning, she would take her lunch tray and walk slowly around the cafeteria, hoping that one of the popular girls would invite her to sit down.

She made mostly As and Bs in her academic classes, though she confessed to flunking home economics and gym. She would never be particularly good at or interested in cooking or sports; she would never be an early choice when teams were picked. The only recognition she recalled winning during those days was at sleepaway camp that summer in the Poconos. She was voted “most improved athlete,” a compliment with a backhand.

Her social life got better through the year, but she never felt fully at ease. “I never really made the A group,” she recalled. Years later, she spied the class beauty whose cascade of blond hair had helped make her the object of desire for upperclassmen. By then, the woman’s youthful good looks had faded, Barbara noted with a bit of spite, while she had become the famous co-host of Today. “Okay, so I’m bragging,” she wrote in her memoir, “but after all those years of pushing so hard, I’m entitled.”

The Latin Quarter in Times Square, which opened in 1942, was a hit, a glamorous respite for soldiers and tourists as World War II raged. Within months, Lou had moved the family from the Buckingham to a penthouse on Central Park West.

Their home was fancier, but their family dynamic was no more stable.

Barbara came home from school one day to find her mother in tears. “Daddy has left us,” Dena told her. The breach sounded more serious than their usual squabbles. “You go talk to him,” Dena instructed her fourteen-year-old daughter. “Tell him to come back.” She told Barbara to take Jackie with her, a play for sympathy.

The two girls went to the Latin Quarter, not yet open for that night’s business. “I remember very clearly sitting with my father at his table in that darkened, empty nightclub, crying and begging him not to leave us,” Barbara recalled. Jackie was crying, too, though she didn’t understand what was happening, only that something was wrong.

“My father didn’t say anything during my plea. He kissed Jackie and me and simply said he had to go back to work. I didn’t know what to do. I definitely didn’t know what to tell my mother. So I took Jackie to a movie with a stage show playing nearby. I dreaded returning home, and we sat in the theater for hours. But when we did go home, my mother was smiling. She told me my father had changed his mind and decided not to leave.”

Barbara had rescued her family, and not for the last time.



Lou Walters, never really satisfied, wanted to expand his ambitions.

A year after the Latin Quarter opened in New York, he ventured into Broadway musicals, producing the Ziegfeld Follies of 1943 in association with the Schuberts at the Winter Garden Theatre. The show, a revival of Flo Ziegfeld’s celebrated series from 1907 to 1931, starred comedian Milton Berle. The reviews were mixed but the wartime audiences loved the extravaganza; the show would run for 523 performances and was still going strong years later on tour. An ad for the show at the Oklahoma Semi-Centennial Exposition in 1957 billed stars Mickey Rooney and Dorothy Lamour, along with “30 OF THE MOST BEAUTIFUL GIRLS IN THE WORLD.” A local newspaper enthused, “Walters is bringing 360 different costumes of the kind that has earned him volumes of praise for daring, originality and elegance.”

But Walters’s other Broadway shows were flops, and expensive ones. Artists and Models was an updated vaudeville revue from the 1920s that featured a young comedian named Jackie Gleason. “Walters has conceived some cute notions,” a reviewer wrote in Billboard, then added sarcastically, “which is possibly the chief ailment.” It opened on November 5, 1943, and closed three weeks later. Three months after that, he revived and produced another show, Take a Bow, starring Chico Marx, the oldest of the Marx Brothers and a self-taught pianist. The show folded even faster, after fourteen performances.

In September 1944, Lou launched another Latin Quarter, this time in Detroit. Comic and singer Martha Raye was one of the headliners—at a premium $17,000 for two weeks—but the club was troubled from the start; $7,500 in receipts went missing in its opening days. “When Lou was out of town, the waiters robbed him blind,” a local columnist later wrote. A year after the grand opening, with fewer patrons in the club and no profits in sight, Lou and partner E. M. Loew sold it to a Detroit syndicate.

Lou would even lose his original Latin Quarter nightclub in a gin rummy game, a longtime friend named Ben (Ford) Abrams told author Jerry Oppenheimer. Caught in an all-night losing streak at the Friars Club in New York, Lou called a business acquaintance in Boston and landed a quick line of credit, using the Boston Latin Quarter as collateral. By dawn, he was broke and the club was gone. Just what happened to the Boston club isn’t clear. Years later, The Boston Globe reported that Walters had sold the club in 1943 for $350,000 to Michael (Mickey) Redstone, a notable local figure of his own. Redstone, a high school dropout, had established first a trucking business and then a family entertainment empire that would become ViacomCBS.

Regulars at the Friars Club talked for years about another epic streak, the day Lou lost $30,000 in cash to showman Mike Todd in a gin rummy game. Broadway columnist Dorothy Kilgallen rated Walters and Todd as the “keenest gin rummy players” in town. One of them was, anyway.



Lou decided he would focus on the New York nightclub and new enterprises in Florida. He signed leases to open a gambling casino at the Colonial Inn, just north of Miami, and to take over a club called the Dunes in Palm Beach County.

With that, they moved back to Florida. “I was furious,” Barbara said. “I had finally made friends. I had a life.” Looking back, she said those years reminded her of the show tune “Another Op’nin’, Another Show,” from the Cole Porter musical Kiss Me, Kate, that would open on Broadway a few years later.


Another job that you hope, at last,

Will make your future forget your past,

Another pain where the ulcers grow,

Another op’nin’ of another show.



“For me,” she said, “another audition.”

She would attend four schools in five years. In each of them, “she had to start cold,” her mother recalled. “She’d come home at night and cry.” What Barbara remembers is “being always on the outside.” That she had to audition, again and again.

Barbara enrolled at Miami Beach Junior High for the ninth grade, then at Miami Beach Senior High for the tenth grade. She knew some classmates from elementary school in Florida, and the academic and social pressures were lower than at Fieldston. She pledged one of the sororities that ruled the students’ social life—not the most exclusive one, Kappa Pi, but the second-ranking one, Lambda Pi. She went on dates and to dances.

But Lou was struggling, again. Being able to open a casino at the Dunes depended on defeating a resistant county sheriff who opposed the proposal to legalize gambling. At a time of gas rationing during wartime, it was hard to convince people to drive from Miami to the Colonial Inn in Hallandale, on the outskirts of the city.

Dena nagged her husband and confided in her teenage daughter. “She was always afraid that something would happen to the club or that my father would lose too heavily at cards, and they’d wind up broke again,” Barbara said. After all, it had happened before. “This fear was communicated to me from an early age. I became consumed with the same worry. What would we do when the money ran out?” Not if. When.

She described her family this way: “My father, a gambler and a dreamer. My mother, a realist whom my father considered a pessimist. Me? I was a worrier whom both parents considered to be too serious for a very young girl.”

The Florida clubs were failing. To Barbara’s dismay, they were moving again, back to New York.



Fieldston authorities had informed Barbara that she wouldn’t be welcomed back to the school. They complained that her attendance had been too irregular, she said. The morning after shows opened at the Latin Quarter, her parents would let her sleep in and skip her classes. She and her mother and sister would have been up all night, first at the club and then at Lindy’s, the deli where the comedians and other showbiz folks would hang out after the club closed.

It was 1945, and World War II had finally ended. Americans were ready to celebrate. The Latin Quarter grossed $10 million in its first decade and was visited by more than five million people, ranking second only to Radio City Music Hall as a New York City destination for tourists. The biggest stars played there. “I knew Lou Walters before he could speak Latin and didn’t have a quarter,” Milton Berle would joke at the beginning of his routine.

Lou had more than a quarter in his pocket now. He was flush again. They moved into a penthouse at 91 Central Park West, an apartment that was said to have once been occupied by the Hearst family. (In 2019, the four-bedroom penthouse sold for an eye-popping $17.5 million.) Huge terraces encircled it on all four sides. The living room had elaborately carved wood panels; the library was filled with the first editions Lou Walters collected; the music room featured a piano that was rarely played. The kitchen had a butler’s pantry. For a time, the family also had a butler, albeit one who turned out to be an alcoholic, stashing his empty bottles in a secondary kitchen off the playroom that was rarely used.

Dena decorated the library with red-leather couches and the living room with yellow-and-lavender brocade upholstery. Overstuffed pillows with tassels were scattered around. “The whole thing looked like a huge Easter egg,” Barbara said.

Her father took his family to the openings of the biggest shows on Broadway—to Oklahoma! and Carousel and Annie Get Your Gun and South Pacific. They spent the summers at rambling resort hotels on Long Island and upstate in the Adirondacks and in Connecticut. She enrolled at Birch Wathen, another exclusive private school, this time on the West Side.

By now, she had an easier time making new friends, and she was getting good grades. She was teased about her father’s occupation in the Birch Peel, a student parody of the school newspaper, Birch Bark. An article described her as “the present owner of that successful club, ‘The Arabian One Third,’ ” a wordplay on “Latin Quarter.”

In the yearbook, though, she still has the look of someone who was not quite sure she belonged. A photo of the staff for the Birch Leaves, the school’s literary magazine, shows four smiling students clustered around the faculty adviser while Barbara stands apart, an uncertain expression on her face.

During these years, it is hard to see signs of the formidable figure Barbara would become. She showed little interest in world affairs. She wasn’t elected “most likely to succeed.” The biggest academic award she received was when she was chosen “Miss French Club” during the tenth grade at the Miami Beach Senior High. She seemed to have no idea what career she might pursue, or even that she would necessarily pursue any career. When she graduated from Birch Wathen in 1947, young ladies of her ilk generally weren’t encouraged to have any ambitions beyond landing a presentable husband and rearing well-behaved children.

It would be a decade before a crisis in her family would ignite her ambition and define her way.



With no particular direction in mind, Barbara did the same thing as most of her high school classmates at graduation. She went to college.

She applied to three of them, all women-only at the time and none of them far from home. Wellesley, in Massachusetts and one of the Seven Sister schools, was the most prestigious. Pembroke College in Rhode Island was her safety school. Sarah Lawrence was in Bronxville, just north of the city in Westchester County. It was relatively new, founded in 1926, with a progressive curriculum that particularly appealed to artsy and intellectual types. The biggest draw for Barbara was that her best friend was applying there.

The application form for Sarah Lawrence included essay questions, which Barbara answered with something less than honesty. She would later describe it as full of “barefaced lies,” deceptions for which she offered no defense. They reflected more of a flair for PR hype that might be used to promote a nightclub than the thoughts of a high school senior, serious about her future, much less of a journalist’s commitment to the truth. If TV interviewer Barbara Walters had uncovered such fabrications by a subject, she might well have cross-examined him or her about them, and what they revealed. What insecurities did they reflect? What fears that the truth would not be good enough to be accepted?

“What has meant the most to you in your education outside of school?” one question asked. Barbara’s family was Jewish by heritage but not observant in practice, and she had never attended religious training of any sort. Still, she replied, “Sunday school, which helped me appreciate the force of God and enabled me to increase my faith and understanding in His power.”

What experience had she had in the arts? She wrote that she was “particularly fond of dramatics”—that was true—and that she had gained “so much valuable technical experience” by working in a summer stock company in Connecticut. That wasn’t true. She seemed to be appropriating for herself the experiences of a friend at Fieldston, Enid Kraeler Reiman, who had told her about the summer she spent working as a gofer at the Greenwich Playhouse in Connecticut.

When a teacher at Birch Wathen had assigned students to write an autobiographical essay, Barbara cautioned a friend, Joan Gilbert, later Joan Gilbert Peyser, about the perils of revealing too much. “Barbara, even at the young age of sixteen, saw the value of secrecy,” Peyser, who became a prominent musicologist, said years later. “She was astute enough to know that indiscriminate self-revelation is not a skillful way to go through life.”

No one would ever accuse Barbara Walters of indiscriminate self-revelation. Even then, she had secrets and scars.

In her photo in the high school yearbook, she is unsmiling. The quotation under her picture is appropriate enough, from a seventeenth-century English poet, Francis Quarles: “The glory of a firm, capacious mind.” But at the senior assembly, which featured the reading of favorite poems, Barbara chose a melancholy verse by Wilfrid Wilson Gibson, “The Stone,” about a woman’s devastation over the accidental death of her lover. A fictional short story she wrote for the literary magazine, Birch Leaves, depicted a dystopian world of icy loneliness, without warmth or shelter. It was titled “Beyond.”

By the time Barbara graduated from high school, Pembroke, her safety school, had rejected her application. Wellesley had put her on the waiting list. But Sarah Lawrence accepted her, the applicant who had touted her deep religious faith and experience in summer stock theater.

Sarah Lawrence it would be.






8 [image: ] THE OSTRICH


1947

At the age of eighteen, Barbara believed she had found her calling.

As a freshman at Sarah Lawrence, she performed a scene from Lillian Hellman’s The Children’s Hour with another student at a school workshop. “Both of the actresses did competent jobs, and Peggy Eppenstein’s frightened crying was especially real,” the campus reviewer wrote. A year later, Barbara landed a leading role in the school production of Sean O’Casey’s Juno and the Paycock, playing the anguished Mary Boyle for the three-night run.

Then she won the biggest part of all, the title role in George Bernard Shaw’s Candida. She played the wife of a preacher whose marriage was threatened by her love affair with a young poet. To the frustration of the director, though, she turned out to be visibly uncomfortable with having any physical contact with the men onstage, a significant problem given that her character was intimate with two of them. Even so, she would recall in her memoir receiving “if not a standing ovation, at least healthy applause at my curtain call.”

She had caught the acting bug, an infection she would diagnose in many of the performers she would interview in decades to follow. “I remember the thrill of hearing applause and the joy of getting laughs,” she said. She met with the college dean, Esther Raushenbush, to discuss whether she should drop out of school and pursue a career on the stage. To Barbara’s surprise, Raushenbush wasn’t perturbed; she encouraged her to consider it. Perhaps the dean had met with previous students in the thrall of new enthusiasms, fleeting or otherwise, and understood the limits of dissuasion.

Whether Barbara had theatrical talent isn’t entirely clear, though her early forays don’t sound especially encouraging. But she did have theatrical connections. Lou Walters knew every producer and agent in town. As a child, she had been at times chagrined about her father’s role in showbiz; now it proved valuable. He made some introductions, and one of the agents he contacted arranged for an audition for a part in a Broadway production of Tennessee Williams’s Summer and Smoke. Few actors with such a slender repertoire could have commanded such consideration.

First, she was thrilled. Then she was panicked.

As the audition approached, she became terrified over the possibility—indeed, the likelihood—of being rejected. Endless cattle calls and repeated rebuffs were part of the routine for most would-be actors, but she wasn’t sure she was prepared to weather that. She had discovered she loved being in the spotlight but getting there might carry a price she wasn’t willing or able to pay. “It was just like being back in high school with the same fear I had of being turned down by a sorority or by the popular girls who didn’t want me in their group,” she said. Decades after Miami Beach Senior High’s most prestigious sorority didn’t tap her for membership, she could remember the sting. What would it be like when the Broadway director of Summer and Smoke sent her packing? And the next director? And the next?

“I had the pull because of my father’s prominence in show business, but I didn’t have the push,” she said. She never showed up for the audition, and she headed back to school. It’s possible Dean Raushenbush was not surprised.

If she couldn’t perform in plays, Barbara decided that perhaps she could write about them. She volunteered to be the dramatics editor and the theater and movie critic for the school newspaper, The Campus. She took over one column called “Reviewer’s Corner” and another called “Aisle Seat.” She enrolled in a course called “Theater” all four years, and at the end she managed to graduate with a liberal arts degree despite having never taken a class in science or math.



At Sarah Lawrence, for the first time in her life, Barbara found herself free from the limitations that her father’s lifestyle and her sister’s disability had placed on her.

She gained a tightknit group of girlfriends and an expansive circle of men to date, many of them future doctors and lawyers and businessmen attending nearby schools. She was admired around campus for an expensive wardrobe of silk blouses, cashmere sweaters, and plaid skirts bought at Saks Fifth Avenue and the Country Club department at Lord & Taylor. For her junior year, she was elected president of her dorm, a building with the easy-to-mock name of Titsworth. (On campus, they simply referred to it as “Sworth.”) That position made her responsible for enforcing the rules, and it gave her a seat on the Student Council.

In a typical class at Sarah Lawrence, modeled on the British system of student-faculty tutorials, a small group of students would sit around a table with a professor. “What we did was talk,” she recalled. “I learned to ask questions and to listen. I learned never to be afraid of speaking up.” It was ideal training for a future TV interviewer. Sometimes the college president, Harold Taylor, and his wife, Grace, would invite students and teachers to their off-campus house to discuss the issues of the day. During her senior year, she was part of the college debate team that defeated three men from Yale after arguing the affirmative side of this question: “Resolved: That Traditional Education is Superior to Progressive Education.”

“Cudos to Victors” was the triumphant headline over the photo on the front page of The Campus, the misspelling of the word “kudos” not diminishing the school spirit it conveyed. The cutline identified her by her college nickname, “Bobbie.” (“Bobbie” would be a short-lived moniker.)

Down the road, she would interview the biggest newsmakers of her generation. But in college, there were few signs she was engaged by the national and international debates brewing around her. Over the onset of the Cold War with the Soviet Union. Or the early protests of the civil rights movement that would lead to sit-ins at lunch counters and the Brown v. Board of Education Supreme Court decision. Or Senator Joseph McCarthy’s explosive claims of communist infiltration of the State Department and Hollywood and academia.

In contrast, some of her classmates were paying attention to developments beyond campus. Barbara’s election as president of her dorm made the front page of the student newspaper. But the lead story in that edition of The Campus covered a forum discussing whether the United States and Russia could coexist peacefully. (The optimistic headline: “Peace Is Possible, Conclude Speakers.”) Another front-page story reported on a campus visit by a Textile Workers Union of America leader focused on the future of the labor movement. A third chronicled a visit to the college by five women from Germany who were trying to build democratic organizations.

At her graduation, on May 30, 1951, the speaker was Henry Steele Commager, the historian and intellectual who was helping define modern American liberalism.

But Barbara called herself “a bystander.” Politics had never been a part of her home life. Her father’s focus was on entertainment, welcoming customers of all persuasions. “I don’t remember having a single conversation about the Rosenberg case, Roy Cohn, or Senator McCarthy with my mother or father,” she said. In her senior yearbook at Sarah Lawrence, in 1951, her picture is solemn and the accompanying quote, drawn from A Midsummer Night’s Dream, is open to interpretation: “Merry and tragical! That is, hot ice and wondrous strange snow. How shall we find the concord of this discord?”

Beside each senior’s photo was a small cartoon—the line drawing of a comic lion, for one, and of a leaping dancer for another. Bobbie Walters was depicted as an ostrich with its head in the sand.






9 [image: ] THE SPEEDWRITING SECRETARIAL SCHOOL


1951

Fresh out of Sarah Lawrence, Barbara wasn’t looking for a career. She had written for the school paper, but she wasn’t yet set on journalism as a profession. “All my friends seemed to know exactly what they were going to do after graduation,” she said. One was going to work in an art gallery; another planned to be a social worker; others were headed to graduate school or to Europe. “That left me. What was I going to do with my life? My problem was that there was nothing that I really wanted to do, and nothing that I thought I was particularly good at.”

She did want to have some fun before settling into what just about every Sarah Lawrence classmate assumed was her destiny: marriage.

What she would get as well as fun were lessons in sexual discrimination and harassment in the workplace, a reality then so pervasive that no one found it particularly notable. She would have to figure out how to handle the overtures and the affronts—sometimes to exploit them, sometimes to ignore them, only rarely to protest them head-on—then and for the rest of her life, even after she was established as a star.

In a crash course at the Speedwriting Secretarial School on 42nd Street, she learned how to type and take notes, skills more valuable for employment than her liberal arts degree. But neither of those credentials won her that first job, at an advertising agency. Her boss told her he was hiring her because he liked her legs. “I did have good legs, and I needed the job,” she said later, unfazed. The small agency placed mail-order ads to sell vials of perfume advertised as “Big and Inexpensive.” She and two friends who also managed to get hired there as secretaries dubbed the firm “Small and Cheap.”

She described her boss as a “pink-faced man with blond hair,” a would-be suitor who gave her a dog named Raul to show his affection. When he became “overly amorous”—the boss, not the dog—she decided it was time to leave.

A friend, Rhoda Rosenthal, was working at WNBT, the NBC affiliate in New York. She told her there was an opening in the station’s publicity department, and Barbara applied. It was a natural fit. She may have been unsure about what, if any, career she wanted, but public relations and entertainment were the family business. Her father’s name helped. As Lou Walters’s daughter, she already knew the columnists the station was trying to cultivate. She met first with Ted Cott, an NBC vice president and the station’s general manager, and then with Phil Dean, the director of publicity, promotion, and advertising. Dean had exactly one underling. That was the job she was hired to fill in 1952.

She wrote press releases, schmoozed columnists, covered for Dean when he returned to the office sloshed after long lunches at Toots Shor’s restaurant, and had an affair with their boss. Ted Cott had made a name as a wunderkind in the world of radio. Now he was well into his thirties and in the middle of a divorce. “Ted was at least ten years older than I, balding and short, with a little bit of a belly,” Barbara recalled, a description no more romantic than the one she gave her first amorous employer. She added, casually, “Even with the belly, he was the first man I slept with.” It wasn’t passion that prompted her to lose her virginity, she said. “I just thought it was time.”

As Barbara surely knew, the relationship also offered benefits. Cott had been a protégé of TV and radio pioneer David Sarnoff, and he knew nearly everyone in the media world. When he entertained in his penthouse apartment in Greenwich Village, she would sometimes act as hostess. That was where she met PR agent Tex McCrary and TV and radio personality Eloise McElhone; both would later give her jobs. At the station, Cott assigned Barbara to work on a daily, fifteen-minute children’s show called Ask the Camera. The director of the show was the definition of a young man in a hurry. Roone Arledge had a hard-charging personality and a distinctive shock of red hair.

“Can you imagine having Roone as the director of your local program?” Barbara asked to scattered laughter a half-century later, speaking at his funeral mass. The director of Ask the Camera had become a TV legend. The media elite, from Rupert Murdoch and Walter Cronkite to Michael Eisner and Peter Jennings, crowded the pews at St. Bartholomew’s Episcopal Church in New York. “But there he was. Our studio was way uptown and he used to drive up every day in a convertible with the top down, even in winter,” she said. “How could I ever forget that red hair and how could I ever forget that name ‘Roone,’ especially since I didn’t pronounce my ‘R’s’ too well.”

That line got a laugh, too.



The premise of Ask the Camera was that children would send in questions and host Sandy Becker would show some appropriate video to illustrate the answer. But the reality of Ask the Camera was often backwards, Barbara acknowledged. If they had footage, say, of a pelican, “we would make sure that somebody wrote a letter about the pelican even if I had to call my mother and say, ‘Mom, are you interested in how big a pelican is?’ ”

She would pull the clip, draft the voice-over, and help edit the film. Hunched over a Moviola machine with a film editor, she began to figure out the fundamentals of what made a good story, among them an engaging beginning and a powerful ending. “I learned how to edit this footage down to the second, and it got to the point where I could do it without a stopwatch,” she boasted in 2000. “And I can still do it to this day.”

Walter Winchell and Earl Wilson mentioned in their gossip columns that Lou’s daughter had landed a new job, and TV Guide ran the first profile of her. “Young Producer” was the headline in the May 15, 1953, issue. “She may be the youngest in the field,” the story said, calling her one of the “bright, young people in responsible jobs” in television. The article was illustrated by three photos of her, including one holding hands with her famous father at the Latin Quarter. When she retired, she still had a copy of that edition of the magazine.

Eventually, predictably, her workplace romance created complications. Ted kept proposing, but she wasn’t interested in marrying him. She wanted to date other men. He began to stalk her, waiting outside her parents’ apartment building on Central Park West for her to come home from evenings out. One night he emerged from the shadows and challenged her current boyfriend, Joe Leff, to a fistfight. They briefly came to blows. The dispute apparently cooled any ardor Joe might have been feeling; he dropped her. She dropped Ted, which in that day meant leaving her job, too. “Ted had become so obsessive and controlling that I had no choice but to quit,” she said. For a woman in the 1950s, that was just the way things worked.

She managed to get another job in the business, thanks to the connections she had made through Ted. WPIX, a local New York station, hired her to produce a daily half-hour show hosted by Eloise McElhone that featured cooking lessons, fashion tips, exercise demonstrations, pet advice, and a segment called “Answer Your Male.” In it, Eloise would offer relationship advice for problems submitted by viewers. But it didn’t always work like that. When there weren’t enough queries from the lovelorn, Barbara would draft them herself. French ballerina Colette Marchand and actress Jinx Falkenburg, a talk show host with her husband, Tex McCrary, were among the celebrity guests. Liberace once played a tiny toy piano on the air.

Barbara even filled in briefly as the on-the-air host when Eloise went to Europe on vacation. “Barbara Walters, daughter of Latin Quarter owner Lou Walters, takes over the Eloise McElhone program on WPIX, which she has been producing, while Eloise is vacationing in Europe, effective next Monday afternoon at 2:30,” the TV and radio column in the Daily News reported in April 1954.

A few months later, the show took a break for the summer. Barbara went to Europe with Anita Coleman, the friend from Sarah Lawrence who had been a fellow secretary at the “Small and Cheap” advertising agency. They had flings with Italian men and then visited Paris, where Anita’s boyfriend, Warren Manshel, was working. Manshel was the chief administrative officer of Le Congrès pour la Liberté de la Culture, an anticommunist group that turned out to be backed by the CIA; he would later be identified as working as a CIA analyst during that time. He became an investment banker in New York, founded The Public Interest and Foreign Policy magazines, and served as U.S. ambassador to Denmark under Jimmy Carter.

Warren proposed to Anita while she was visiting, and in September her parents flew over for their wedding on the isle of Capri. The local mayor performed the ceremony.

By then, Barbara had picked up a letter at the American Express office in Rome from WPIX informing her that The Eloise McElhone Show had been canceled. She wasn’t dismayed; she was delighted by the chance to keep traveling. She went to the south of France to see friends and then to Paris, where she moved into an inexpensive hotel on the Left Bank. She got a job modeling for the House of Carven, located on the Champs-Élysées and known for its designs for petite women. At five feet five inches, she wasn’t tall enough to model for the classic French designers, but she was the perfect size for Mademoiselle Marie-Louise Carven’s line.

Her picture from a photo shoot on a Paris street showed a slender young woman in a stylish suit with a graceful collar, a matching chapeau on her head. She was wearing long leather gloves and carrying a small white pot with a plant. Her dark hair was cut in a short bob with bangs—“Audrey Hepburn hair,” she called it—and her expression was cool and a bit aloof.

Her European adventure ended after another letter arrived, this one from her father, who had been financing her travels. “It’s time for you to come home,” he told her. She met him in London, where he was producing a performance of a Latin Quarter revue. Soon after he left, she sailed on the SS United States and headed back to Florida to visit her parents and Jackie.



Those days in Paris would be the most carefree time of her life. She didn’t yet feel the weight of responsibility to support her parents and sister. She didn’t feel the fierce need to succeed, whatever the cost to her personal life.

“I was free, free, free!” she said. As a lively young American woman in Paris, she called herself “a popular novelty” with friends and admirers. She would never forget a moment of perfect contentment one day when she sat amid the blooms at a local flower market. Years later, she bought a small work by American Impressionist Childe Hassam of that same Paris market; the painting, Flower Girls (Peonies), would hang in her Fifth Avenue apartment until the day she died, a reminder of a simpler time.

When she was seventy years old, ABC was planning an around-the-world special to mark the Millennium, a broadcast that would stretch for twenty-four hours from December 31, 1999, to January 1, 2000. Peter Jennings would anchor from a makeshift newsroom at Times Square as correspondents reported in at midnight from cities around the globe. “Okay, Barbara, you get your choice,” Phyllis McGrady, her former producer who was now a network vice president, told her. McGrady related the poignant conversation to me. “Where do you want to go?”

“Paris,” Barbara replied. “My happiest times were in Paris.” By now she was beginning to slow down a bit. “I just always feel young when I’m there.”
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