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Audrey as the Spirit of Commerce on approach to the Manhattan Bridge.







I am wondering if many of my readers have not stood before a masterpiece of lovely sculpture or a remarkable painting of a young girl, her very abandonment of draperies accentuating rather than diminishing her modesty and purity, and asked themselves the question, “Where is she now, this model who has been so beautiful? What has been her reward? Is she happy and prosperous, or is she sad and forlorn, her beauty gone, leaving only memories in its wake?”


—AUDREY MUNSON, MAY 1, 1921
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Audrey riding a tiger, c. 1915.
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THE CURSE
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Audrey in a scene from Purity (1916).







When Audrey Munson was a girl of five, the Gypsy Queen Eliza came to the United States from England. Eliza Cooper was just eighteen but had reigned over 55,000 Roma since succeeding to the throne at the age of ten. Touring the country by train, Queen Eliza stopped in upstate New York to be hosted by Plato Buckland’s thirty-five-strong Gypsy band in East Syracuse. A colorfully painted wagon carried her from the railroad station to the camp on Eastwood Heights, and she was installed with her maidservant in a white tent filled with bright new rugs. In place of a crown, she wore an intricate lace cap on her head.


Bands of gypsies passed through East Syracuse each summer, before their caravans headed south for the winter. They set up their tents on the heights outside the village or near the railroad freight yards. The Gypsy men, though renowned for thieving, earned an honest living from horse-trading and tied up their horses all around. The women sold basketwork and lace and read palms.


Queen Eliza’s presence provoked intense curiosity. Thousands of nearby residents turned up to catch a glimpse of Gypsy royalty. Many, believing superstitiously in the prophetic powers of the Romany women, “crossed their palms with silver” to have their fortunes told.


Audrey was taken to the Gypsy camp in East Syracuse by her mother as a child, possibly amid the excitement of the royal visit. She did not see the Gypsy queen. Queen Eliza stayed only thirty-six hours. Audrey was fascinated instead by the games the Gypsy children played amid the covered wagons. The tall, fierce men frightened her. But her mother insisted Audrey have her future read, and led her by the hand into the tent of a “bronze-faced seeress.”


Though still just “a slip of a girl,” Audrey was already possessed of a limber figure and long bones—she was to grow to 5'8" tall. Her features were perfectly symmetrical and sleek: a high brow, chiseled cheekbones, an almond jaw, and that perfectly straight neoclassical nose. Set like gemstones in her milky skin, she had questioning, slightly impertinent gray-blue eyes. The question lurking in those eyes was one she would come to wish she had never asked: “What does my future hold?”


The soothsayer looked on Audrey’s fresh beauty; then, mindful of her own sorrows and all the sorrows of the world, she spoke:


You shall be beloved and famous. But when you think that happiness is yours, its Dead Sea fruit shall turn to ashes in your mouth.


You, who shall throw away thousands of dollars as a caprice, shall want for a penny. You, who shall mock at love, shall seek love without finding.


Seven men shall love you. Seven times you shall be led by the man who loves you to the steps of the altar, but never shall you wed.


For the rest of her life, Audrey considered the prophecy a curse.


Audrey did indeed become beloved and famous. Her “most perfect form” still reigns over New York City and across the United States. You probably already know her, without even knowing you know her. You may have passed her on the street many times, unbeknownst. For she was America’s first supermodel. She is the second-largest female figure in New York after the Statue of Liberty. Her gilded form stands twenty-five feet tall, holding a crown aloft as the symbol of the city, atop the vast Municipal Building across the street from City Hall. She frolics in the Pulitzer Fountain outside the Plaza Hotel at the southeast entrance to Central Park, her celebrated dimples on full display to the shoppers at the Apple Store. Every day, office workers tramp past her as the centerpiece of the Maine Monument in Columbus Circle at the opposite corner of Central Park. She stands on the arch at the end of the Manhattan Bridge as the Spirit of Commerce, waving on commuters to their toil. She once also stood sentry at the Brooklyn entrance of the Manhattan Bridge as Miss Manhattan and Miss Brooklyn. But those colossal forms now flank the entrance to the Brooklyn Museum. Audrey is immortalized in stone at the New York Public Library and on the Frick House on Fifth Avenue. She is the reclining bronze figure of Memory on the Straus Memorial on the Upper West Side. She is the two grieving stone figures on the Firemen’s Memorial on Riverside Drive. Wherever you go in New York City, Audrey is looking at you.


Across the nation, from Florida to California, Audrey remains in our everyday lives. She stands as Liberty and Sapienta (Wisdom) on the Wisconsin State Capitol. She can be seen as the nymphs on the James McMillan Memorial Fountain by the reservoir in Washington, DC. She was the model for Allen George Newman’s Monument to Women of the Confederacy in Jacksonville, Florida, and for his Peace Monument in Piedmont Park, in Atlanta, Georgia. She posed for the figure of Evangeline inscribed on the Henry Wadsworth Longfellow Memorial in the garden of the poet’s house by the Charles River in Cambridge, Massachusetts. She inspired three-quarters of the statuary of the Jewel City built in San Francisco for the 1915 World’s Fair. A famous bronze of one of those statues, Descending Night, was acquired by press baron William Randolph Hearst, and now resides at Hearst Castle in San Simeon, on the California coast. One of her surviving Star Maidens from the fair now stands in the courtyard of the Citigroup Center building in San Francisco.


It is even still possible to see Audrey in motion. She was the first movie star to go naked in an American film. Inspiration (1915) has been lost, but we can yet marvel at her in Purity (1916). Playing the scantily clad allegorical character Virtue, her breasts popping out of her robes at every opportunity, Audrey was quite literally a sex goddess.
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Audrey posed for Allen George Newman’s Monument to Women of the Confederacy in Jacksonville, Florida, one of her many statues still with us today.








This book is a biography of a naked woman, once the most famous nude in America. Of course, every woman is a naked woman, every man a naked man. Audrey herself once said: “If there is immorality in posing in the nude, anybody who takes a bath ought to be arrested.” But Audrey was known above all, in art and in movies, for her naked body—and her daring readiness to put it on show. She was advertised as “the world’s most perfectly formed woman.” Audrey’s defense of her public nudity, and some—but certainly not all—of her other views on women, made her an early feminist. Indeed, she once contributed five dollars to the suffrage movement pushing to get women the right to vote, which was finally achieved in her heyday, with the Nineteenth Amendment in 1920.


Audrey strongly believed that women were naturally beautiful, and should cast aside corsets and high heels, yet she was never able to take full control of her own body. The facts suggest she was exploited at every turn. She was paid just fifty cents an hour to pose nude. Men besieged her. Hundreds of suitors tried to woo her by mail. Some who had seen her nude photos even wrote from faraway Japan. It was men who lavished her with rich rewards for her beauty; and it was men who made her pay the terrible price she did. This, perforce, is the story of those men—besotted, jealous, lustful, greedy men—as well as the biography of Audrey’s sometimes glamorous, often scandalous, and ultimately tragic life.


Although Audrey lived a very long time and died in 1996, she was locked away for most of her life, her records sealed, and she was buried in an unmarked grave. A generation of her family even refused to utter her name. Her closest surviving relatives remain reluctant to speak openly about her to this day. The official historian of Oswego County, who got his hands on a treasure chest of Audrey’s old possessions, tried unsuccessfully to have your author arrested, claiming he was being “protective” of Audrey. But Audrey left an indelible trace: in letters, court documents, newspaper clippings, in the FBI archive, in photographs, in oil paint, on film, and, above all, in bronze and stone. Once a household name, Audrey was disappeared from history. The Curse of Beauty is not just a biography but also an investigation into how and why she was erased. Although she was nameless in her many statues, she will be no more.


•  •  •


Audrey was born on June 8, 1891, into an America that was very different from today, and yet uncannily the same. America’s Gilded Age is remembered as a period of robber barons accumulating great fortunes in the rapidly industrializing republic. But it draws its name from Mark Twain and Charles Dudley Warner’s satirical novel The Gilded Age: A Tale of Today (1873), whose title contains the implicit warning that all that glitters is not gold.


Like today, it was a period of enormous invention, as new industries grew up with the telegraph, the telephone, the phonograph, the automobile, the aeroplane, and the motion picture. Those technological innovations transformed the globalizing world as much as the personal computer, the mobile phone, and the Internet and social media have changed our world. In her remarkable life, Audrey was in at the ground floor of vaudeville theater, the fashion industry, the movie business, and even aviation in the United States. She mixed with the most famous artists, the richest families, and the most swashbuckling entrepreneurs of her day. Plutocrats with newly built mansions on Fifth Avenue and vast “cottages” on the cliffs at Newport stalked the land, their social status measured by their excess. In 1899, when Audrey was eight, the economist Thorstein Veblen, who grew up as one of twelve children on a farm in Minnesota, coined the term “conspicuous consumption” in his book The Theory of the Leisure Class. Yet at the same time, the poor and huddled masses of immigrants were flooding into the expanding nation. By 1900, the population of New York City—then 3.4 million—while 98 percent white, was 37 percent foreign-born—roughly the same proportion as it is again today. Like our own, it was an era of great inequality, with the top one percent controlling a fifth of the national income, just as they do once again in our own New Gilded Age.


Audrey certainly was not born into the gilded 1 percent, though she would try to marry into it. Her name is inscribed in the baptism register of St. Patrick’s Roman Catholic Cathedral in Rochester as (Audrie) Marie Munson, born to Edgar Munson and Kittie Mahoney. Her birth brought together two very different American family stories. The mismatch of their hopes and expectations scarred her life.


Edgar, born in Prattsville, New York, on January 22, 1857, was descended from Captain Thomas Munson, an English Puritan who was one of the founders of New Haven, Connecticut. This proud family records their lineage to this day in a publication known as the Munson Record. Audrey, who became more and more fixated on pedigree the more she mixed in high society, grandly claimed her father was not only a “colonial American” but also “a descendant of the British peerage, being Baron Munson, ‘House of the Seven Baronets,’ a hereditary title which even King George can’t change.” She sometimes spelled it “Monson.” There was indeed once a Sir Thomas Monson, first Baronet, who received his hereditary title in 1611 from King James I. He served as a Member of Parliament, the Master of the Armory at the Tower of London, and Master Falconer to the King. But there is no documented link to Edgar’s line—and Audrey was certainly not his heir. Edgar’s ancestor Thomas Munson came to America in the 1630s as an English soldier “of the lowest rank.” Edgar was one of fourteen children. He became a wheeler-dealer real estate agent. In the words of one of his granddaughters, he was considered “a bit of a shyster.”


Far from being a “colonial American,” Audrey’s mother was the daughter of recent Irish immigrants. While the Munsons were Methodist, Kittie’s family was Catholic at a time when anti-Catholic feeling was still rife. She was born Catherine Mahoney, according to social security records, but generally spelled her name Katherine Mahaney, preserving the lilt of her parents’ original Irish accents. Everyone always knew her as Kittie. She was born in Belleville, New York, on July 30, 1864. She and her family were simple churchgoing folk embarking on an adventure in the New World. Kittie’s father died from a cold he contracted while doing decorative plasterwork on the interior of their local church. Kittie had one brother, Robert, and a sister, Alice, who became the beloved village dressmaker. Yet Audrey insisted the Mahaneys came from a line that was as distinguished in its way as the Munsons. Among their forebears, she claimed, was the early Irish nationalist Robert Emmet, who was hanged for treason against the British Crown after leading a failed attempt to establish a provisional government in Dublin in 1803. “This marriage united one of the finest Irish families with the English,” Audrey optimistically declared of her parents’ union.


Edgar wooed Kittie on the rocks by Sandy Creek, behind her homestead in Belleville. They wed on January 7, 1885, in the nearby village of Mexico, New York, where Edgar’s father had a farm. Although Edgar had worked on a farm out West, and as a teenager Kittie had worked in the woolen mills in Auburn, New York, the couple started out in service. Edgar got a post as a coachman for Harriet Disbrow, the widow of a wealthy tobacco manufacturer, on the same broad boulevard in Rochester where Kodak founder George Eastman lived. The newlyweds lived at 9 Factory Street. By 1891 Edgar was working as a driver at 267 State Street. And that is the street where, by her own account, Audrey was born. Toward the end of her life, Audrey was offered the chance to return to her native city, but she refused. Rochester, she declared, despite not having seen it for many decades, was “the dirtiest little town.”


Both Edgar and Kittie harbored grand dreams. Unfortunately, they were not the same grand dreams. Edgar fantasized of hitting it big in real estate. He had already traveled west in his youth. When he was twenty, he had worked as a farm laborer in Coral, Illinois. After getting married to Kittie back home in Mexico, New York, Edgar headed west again. First he settled in Lemars, Iowa, 400 miles due west of Coral, where the new railroad was giving away one-square-mile lots along the line to develop the land. He bought a quarter lot of 162 acres for $562 and, after working on it for three years, sold it for $3,552. Next, he moved about 150 miles to virgin territory in Fairmont, Minnesota, and tried the same trick again. This time, he bought a similarly sized lakeside lot for $860. The farm lay between a banker’s land and his water. Desperate for access to the lake, the banker bought Edgar out for $5,800. Edgar’s next stop was about another 150 miles farther west in Hudson, South Dakota, where he bought a lot for $960 and flipped it for $3,900. He then followed the hardiest farmers another 150 miles even farther west to buy eighty acres in Tilden, Nebraska, but the land was dry, so he sold it after a year and a half for $1,600. It is not clear for how much of this real estate odyssey Kittie was with him. Though her father was a Methodist, as a child of three or four, Audrey went to the Cathedral School in Rochester, run by the Sisters of St. Joseph, while her father might still have been in the West. His pioneering seems to have been too much for Kittie to bear. The Syracuse Herald, which spoke to Edgar, noted drily: “His wife was dissatisfied with the West because it was too lonesome on the prairie.”


Audrey’s parents divorced in 1899, when she was eight. The decree, issued in Kittie’s new home of Providence, Rhode Island, awarded sole custody of Audrey to her mother. Kittie, though a Catholic, later complained that she had no choice but to divorce because Edgar had been carrying on an open affair with the woman who was to become his second wife, Cora Cook, whom he picked up while working as a trolleybus conductor after returning East. “He got to going with a woman, German, Cora Cook—Oswego County, New York. She has had eight children by him,” Kittie later wrote in a letter. “They were not married so I divorced him.”


Edgar and Kittie each loved Audrey in their own way—but they most definitely did not still love each other. Edgar struggled with the competing claims of his new family with Cora Cook and their five surviving children: Vivian, born in 1906; Lawrence, born in 1909; Gertrude, born in 1912; Gerald, born in 1914; and Harold, born in 1918. Although Edgar always came to Audrey’s aid in a crisis, he disliked her nude posing and blamed her mother for it. “I wouldn’t think she’d want to do it. She used to be such a nice quiet-mannered little blue-eyed thing, just the opposite of what you’d expect to see [in] an actress,” he complained in 1916. “It was her mother who talked the stage into her head from the time she was a baby. I can remember taking her to the theater and she’d get so excited and so she’d stand through the whole thing. . . . I don’t have any interest in what she’s doing now. I’d rather she wouldn’t but it’s her affair and it brings her in lots of money and she spends it too just like water.”


Kittie brought up Audrey as a single mother and steered her onto the stage. The two lived and traveled together almost the entire time until Audrey was forty. It was only a deep crisis that eventually tore them apart. When Audrey needed help, Kittie turned to other members of the Munson clan, not Edgar. Even decades after their divorce, Kittie tried to stop his second family from being listed in the Munson Record, even though those children, unlike Audrey, went on to multiply and extend the line down to the present day. “We do not want her father’s children’s names to go into the history. Put his name with Audrey and myself,” Kittie wrote a Munson family genealogist on October 30, 1934. “We do not curse him for what he has done. He is Audrey’s father and a Munson from one of the old aristocratic race. If he lived in England he could be baron. Audrey, Lady Audrey, but he hates the idea.”


When Edgar and Kittie first separated, Audrey, then six, went to stay on her paternal grandparents’ farm in Davenport, New York, where Edgar himself grew up. While playing behind the house, Audrey tumbled into a stream and contracted typhoid from the polluted waters. Kittie rushed to retrieve her ailing daughter and accused the other side of the family of neglect. Audrey recovered but was often a sickly child, attentively nursed by her mother. One of Audrey’s half nieces still has her childhood doll with a plaster head, which had to be reassembled after being broken into pieces—a poignant metaphor for what happened to Audrey herself.


Kittie started her new life as a divorced woman with Audrey in Providence, Rhode Island—at the time, the eleventh-largest metropolis in the United States. It was the hub of jewelry manufacture in the country. The city boasted the largest silverware factory, largest mechanical tools factory, largest screw factory, and largest file factory on Earth. Many large textile mills were also based nearby. The town had a burgeoning immigrant population with Irish, Italian, and Polish parishes. It was also home to Brown University, one of the only nine colleges founded before the American Revolution, and the Rhode Island School of Design. Hall & Lyons Co., on the corner of Westminster and Eddy Streets, claimed to be “the largest drugstore in the United States.” The city had five theaters, including Keith’s Theatre, offering continuous all-day vaudeville acts.


Home for Audrey was a rented boardinghouse that her mother ran at 47 Carpenter Street. It was a household of motley strangers—mostly men. When Audrey was nine, her mother’s roomers included seven men—Clive Gill, thirty, a jewelry worker; John McMaugh, twenty-eight, a drugstore clerk; Harry M. Bartrum, twenty-four, a mechanic; Henry N. Whiteman, sixty-three, a “solar artist”; Frank H. Watson, thirty, a railroad “gateman”; Joseph Crosby, twenty-six, clerk; and Henry G. Place, fifty, a bill collector—as well as two married couples—James Callahan, thirty-five, a waiter, and his wife, Mary, twenty-four; and Daniel A. Jordan, twenty-four, a painter, and his wife, Mary, twenty-two. When Audrey was twelve, Kittie and Audrey moved to 258 Pine Street. When she was fourteen, they moved again, to 107 Broadway in Providence.


Their home at 107 Broadway was yet another boardinghouse. Kittie no longer listed herself as a lodging housekeeper but as an “agent on corsets.” The gateman from Carpenter Street had followed her, though now under the slightly different name of Frank H. Wilson—raising the question of whether the two had any romantic involvement.


Audrey went to Catholic school at the St. Francis Xavier Female Academy, run by the Sisters of Mercy. The Sisters of Mercy academies were tuition-based high schools catering to relatively well-off girls and sought to provide a cultured education within the confines placed on women at the time. The Sisters of Mercy offered art lessons in oil painting, watercolor, pastels, and decorating china. More important for Audrey, there were music lessons on the piano, violin, harp, mandolin, and guitar, as well as singing. At a young age, Audrey became an accomplished musician and performer. Thanks to the nuns, she—and her mother—could dream of a future on the stage.


Just twelve miles around the bay from Providence lay a scenic stretch of coastline known as Rocky Point that had been used for picnic parties by boat since it was first acquired by sea captain William Winslow in 1847. By Audrey’s time, it was the site of the Rocky Point Amusement Park. Fun-seekers from Providence could reach it by trolleybus in just thirty-five minutes. It was here that Audrey made her first known performance onstage in 1908, as a teenage member of Gerald Hampton’s Dancin’ Dolls.


So young was Audrey when she had her fortune told that she only dimly understood the soothsayer’s words. Kittie, however, remained preoccupied with the fortune-teller’s prediction of both triumph and disaster. “I have forgotten many things that the [G]ypsy woman said, but mother has repeated her words to me so many times that I seem to remember them,” Audrey said. The old crone’s premonition would come to haunt her. The curse, as Audrey saw it, would blight her life.


The big question is whether the fortune-teller had discerned something essential about human nature. Did Audrey’s exceptional beauty not only offer her opportunity and riches but condemn her too? Or did her “curse” become a self-fulfilling prophecy? Was Audrey to be responsible for her own doom? That very question was posed by the Syracuse Herald, then Audrey’s local newspaper, in the last feature ever written about her in her extremely long lifetime—written when she was just thirty-five years old. WORLD-FAMOUS MODEL CURSED BY HER GREAT BEAUTY, the newspaper headline blared. “Does a relentless Nemesis really follow Audrey Munson, once the world’s most beautiful model whose shapely body has inspired some of the finest paintings and many of the most notable statues of recent years?” the first paragraph asked. “Or have the broken ‘nerves’ of this famous model caused her to imagine the curse that she says follows her constantly?” It was a question that would haunt her for her entire life.
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The last major newspaper feature written about Audrey before she disappeared from history.
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THE CHORUS GIRL
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The Casino Theatre, which brought the chorus girl to America.







At lunchtime on Thursday, October 7, 1909, three young chorus girls spilled out of rehearsals at the Casino Theatre in New York. With its seven-story tower topped by an onion dome on the corner of Broadway and Thirty-Ninth Street, the Casino had been the theater farthest uptown when it was built. Until then, the Theater District stretched up Broadway only from Union Square to Twenty-Third Street—the original Great White Way, so named because it was one of the very first streets in America to get electric light. Now, other theaters were following the Casino north.


The chorus girls, all working on Broadway for the first time, were in an effervescent mood. New York’s main thoroughfare was a tangle of pedestrians—men in derby hats and women in bonnets—picking their way through the trolleybuses, horse-drawn phaetons, and the newly arrived automobiles. Opposite the Casino, a gang of bored bricklayers was building a new theater for the Shubert brothers to be dedicated to the exotic Russian Jewish actress Alla Nazimova.


The girls teased the bricklayers, taunting them that they were so slow, the chorus girls themselves could do a better job. The foreman wagered the three young women five dollars each—a quarter of their weekly theater salary—that they could not do the job for even thirty minutes. It was a dare they could not resist. The girls doffed their coats, rolled up their sleeves, and began pushing wheelbarrows onto the site. Then they slashed the bricks with mortar and set them in place. To the delight of a crowd of onlookers, the women won their bet. Their names were Helen Edwards, Bertha Montague, and Audrey Munson.


Audrey never liked to admit she had been a chorus girl. Chorines, as they were once known, were viewed as young women of decidedly dubious morals who were only too happy to fall prey to the “stage-door Johnnies” who awaited them after the last performance. “The chorus girl of the stage,” Audrey later said, “. . . needs no talent other than an ability to learn a few mechanical dance steps, smile a mechanical smile, and walk mechanically in a mechanical line.” When Audrey headlined a revue at the Palace Theatre six years later, it was falsely billed as her first-ever appearance on Broadway.


By the time she arrived in New York, Audrey had already accumulated a lot of experience in what the show-business trade paper Variety called the “smaller time.” Even as a young member of Gerald Hampton’s Dancin’ Dolls she may have gone on tour. As well as Rocky Point, Hampton took the act to sold-out audiences in New Bedford, Massachusetts, and Sohmer Park in Montreal. In the spring of 1909, shortly before Audrey moved permanently, Hampton also brought his troupe to New York—possibly Audrey’s first-ever visit to the city.


The Dancin’ Dolls played Keeney’s Third Avenue Theater, where “[t]heir clever stunts pleased last night’s audience very much indeed,” the Brooklyn Daily Eagle reported. Variety, typically, gave a more sober assessment: “The program gives Hampton credit for five ‘dancing dolls.’ Four only appeared. The offering is made fairly amusing principally through the efforts of the four. The quartet look well. They make several costume changes, two very pretty. The girls, while not wonders in the dancing line, are lively and exceedingly well rehearsed. Hampton is a posey light comedian who doesn’t get far enough away from himself at any time to make a good impression. He gets around the stage in a rather good style, but all the dancing is of the hop-skip-and-jump order. The act did well at the 3rd Ave. It should do well for the smaller time.”


After Dancin’ Dolls, Audrey toured with the musical Marrying Mary to the Lyceum Theatre in Detroit, where it played from October 18 to 24, 1908. The show was on the road for a total of three years, making stops at Richmond, Virginia; Athens, Georgia; Champaign, Illinois; and Ogden City, Utah, before going on to Los Angeles, San Francisco, Spokane, and Seattle, but it is not clear how long Audrey stayed with it. She was part of the show’s celebrated long-skirted chorus.


When Audrey and her mother moved to New York, the city was in the midst of the epochal transition that made it the “Capital of the World.” America’s gross national product was set to triple in the next decade. The fifty-story Metropolitan Life Insurance Company Tower on Madison Avenue at Twenty-Third Street, modeled after the Campanile in St. Mark’s Square in Venice, Italy, became the tallest building in the world—until it was surpassed by the Woolworth Building opposite City Hall just four years later. The original Pennsylvania Station was under construction, as was Grand Central Terminal, which was to be the largest train station in the world, with 700 trains in and out every day. Financier John Pierpont Morgan had recently completed his Morgan Library on Thirty-Sixth Street and Madison Avenue, and the monumental New York Public Library was going up on the corner of Fifth Avenue and Forty-Second Street. The Blackwell’s Island Bridge, now the Queensboro Bridge, became the third route over the East River and the first to link Manhattan to Queens. One of the first vehicles to cross was a farm wagon going back to Long Island after delivering its produce to Manhattan by ferry that morning.


The city was a glorious riot of striving immigrants: the Italians with their fruit and vegetable stands, the French florists, the German shoe shops, the Irish saloons, the Jewish clothing bazaars. This was the year that British Zionist Israel Zangwill wrote the play The Melting Pot, giving America, and New York in particular, a new definition of itself. It tells the story of a Russian Jew who flees the pogrom that kills his family and comes to America, where he falls in love with the Christian daughter of the Russian officer responsible for the massacre. “Ah, Vera,” he asks her, “what is the glory of Rome and Jerusalem, where all nations and races come to worship and look back, compared with the glory of America, where all races and nations come to labour and look forward!”


Culturally, the melting pot city was exhilarating. Composer Gustav Mahler had conducted at the Metropolitan Opera, and Arturo Toscanini was director there. The Brooklyn Academy of Music had just opened its doors. Jazz musicians coming up from New Orleans began to call New York “the Big Apple” in welcome contrast to their gigs on the road that paid only “small apples.” It was the year that Sigmund Freud made his only visit to America. As he docked at New York Harbor aboard the George Washington liner, he reputedly turned to Carl Jung and said: “They don’t realize that we are bringing them the plague.”


But so much change could be wrenching. The old world coexisted uncomfortably with the present even as the future struggled to be born. Eleventh Avenue was known as “Death Avenue” because of the number of pedestrians killed by the New York Central freight trains that ran down the middle of the street. At the same time, the train tracks along Park Avenue were being buried as electric locomotives replaced those run by dirty steam.


Audrey, still a teenager, and her protective mother set out to forge a new life. Audrey was bursting into adulthood and looking for her break. Kittie, after her divorce, was seeking a second act, or perhaps a third, after her struggle as a boardinghouse keeper in Providence. The mother and daughter rented a modest apartment in the still-rural upper Manhattan neighborhood of Washington Heights, which was burgeoning with recently arrived Irish immigrants taking advantage of the Interborough Rapid Transit Co.’s new subway line up Broadway. Mother and daughter had always lived in boardinghouses, but this, finally, was a place of their own. There were no strange boarders for Kittie to watch after. It was a newly built apartment building named the Rosefield, at 4441 Broadway, at 190th Street, with shops at street level. Ads offered “high class elevator apartments” with “very latest improvements” for “reasonable” rents of between twenty-five and thirty-five dollars a month.


The janitor proved an unexpected annoyance. Albert Mollock ruled with an iron hand. He was known as the building czar. So confident was he of his power that he even instructed residents on which stores they could patronize. Neighbors suspected he was getting a kickback from the favored shop owners. Not long after Audrey and her mother moved in, Mollock got into an ugly spat with a resident artist, Walter Wellman, over the trash. The building was equipped with a small trash elevator to take garbage bags down to the basement. Mollock had ordered the tenants to use the dumbwaiter only before 7:00 a.m., when it suited him to clear it. The late-rising artist tried to dump his garbage one evening and found the dumbwaiter stuck. When he went down to the basement, he discovered it was tied with a rope. As he tried to untie it, the janitor struck him over the head with a monkey wrench. “Of all the tyrant janitors, this man was the worst,” Wellman testified in court. “He made up rules for his tenants that nobody could live up to. . . . I went down to remonstrate and he almost split my skull.” The judge sent Mollock to jail for three months.


For Audrey and Kittie, the Rosefield was a first port of call in New York. The new subway station at 191st Street was still being built and did not open until 1911, so Audrey had to use the Dyckman Street stop, but for a five-cent fare she could commute downtown to the Theater District on a comfortable cushioned seat.


Audrey was determined to launch her stage career, and Kittie was right behind her. But like any young hopeful in New York, Audrey needed money. Kittie brought in a pittance working as a nurse in general practice. Kittie’s father and brother had both died, and her sister lived a humble existence as a dressmaker in their tiny hometown upstate. Kittie had no one to turn to in time of need; she certainly could not ask her former husband. But Audrey could. And Audrey did. Two months after they arrived in New York, Audrey wired her father asking for a fifty-dollar loan.


Edgar, who was becoming established as a real estate broker selling farms around Syracuse, found himself in a delicate position. He had started a new family with his second wife, Cora. They already had two small children, and, as his second wife reminded him, Edgar had obligations to them, too. He openly disapproved of Audrey trying to become an actress. That poppycock had been put in her head by her mother, he thought. But however much he disliked Kittie, Edgar always had a soft spot for his firstborn. When Audrey asked, which was seldom, he invariably gave. No doubt muttering something under his breath about his ex-wife, he wired the fifty dollars.


Audrey had arrived in a city where she had few friends apart from her mother. She sought out a well-connected cousin, Harriet Lyman Munson. Audrey was eighteen, Harriet forty. Audrey liked to dine with Harriet and her husband, Robert, at their home at 204 West Seventieth Street. Audrey’s friendship with Harriet gave her a welcome break from her mother. Kittie, though a nominal Munson, was estranged from the family because of her divorce and did not attend.


Harriet’s father was one of the richest Munsons of his generation. Samuel Lyman Munson had built a successful factory producing linen shirt collars in Albany and a second for shirts in Cobleskill, New York. Despite his business acumen, friends described him as a “man of literature,” and he enjoyed an unusual hobby. With the earnings from the shirt factories, he had built up one of America’s finest collections of early almanacs. It is thanks to him that the Munson family is well-documented to this day in the Munson Record, which he set up.


Harriet’s husband Robert Hunt Lyman, had joined James Gordon Bennett’s New York Herald after leaving Yale and then gone off to Britain to edit the Herald’s London edition. On his return to New York, Lyman had served as Joseph Pulitzer’s secretary during the 1898 Spanish-American War. By the time Audrey came to New York, Lyman was the powerful managing editor of Pulitzer’s New York World newspaper, part of the city’s rambunctious “yellow press.” Indeed, when Audrey was in the city, President Theodore Roosevelt had both Pulitzer and Hunt Lyman indicted for criminal libel against the United States government for articles they had written about the building of the Panama Canal. The case was thrown out by the courts.


Although he wielded his power behind the scenes, Robert was an influential figure. The dinners he and Harriet hosted gave Audrey access and insight into New York’s cultural life and allowed her to believe that she had arrived—which indeed she had.


Whatever she might later think of the profession, Audrey had worked hard to become a chorus girl. Performing on Broadway was a dream come true. All her extra lessons in music and dance, and all her practice, had paid off. She had worked her way up from a local venue, via a touring production, until she finally reached the Big Apple.


Audrey made her Broadway debut shortly before her eighteenth birthday, appearing in drag as a footman in a musical comedy called The Boy and the Girl. It was a walk-on part in a “silly season” “song show.” But she was still very young, and it was the Great White Way. It was a huge achievement for Audrey—the fantasy of countless provincial girls, and something sure to make Kittie glow with pride and mutter to herself, as if to her former husband, “I told you so!”


The Boy and the Girl ran for three weeks, from May 31 to June 19, 1909, at the Aerial Gardens, atop the New Amsterdam Theatre on Forty-Second Street, one of Broadway’s new rooftop stages built to spare audiences the sweltering summer heat in an era without air-conditioning. Spectators sat in the cool evening breeze surrounded by 10,000 potted plants, flowers, and palms. The two-act show, set in Florida and Havana, starred singer Marie Dressler hamming it up—and at one point kicking the drummer in the face. Ads called it a “singy, swingy hit.” “The only trouble with it is that you don’t know what it’s all about,” the New York Sun reviewer complained. “Still that isn’t a serious consideration where a summer show is concerned so long as it has lots of pretty girls and novel effects and songs that you whistle while the elevator descends and regular folks in the cast—all of which ‘The Boy and the Girl’ may lay claim to.”


Next, Audrey auditioned for the chorus of The Girl and the Wizard at the Casino—the theater that had first imported the chorus line from Europe to America in the 1890s. The Casino was famous for its chorines. In 1900 the Casino had presented the British import Florodora. The theater found itself with a hit on its hands—arguably the first hit Broadway musical of the twentieth century. It was to run for 505 performances before being immediately revived elsewhere.


Florodora was a torrid tale of the skulduggery surrounding a perfume factory on the Philippine island of Florodora. But the plot was not the reason for the production’s success. The musical featured a singing, dancing sextet of “English girls,” each standing exactly 5'4" and weighing 130 pounds, who paraded around the stage waving parasols and singing “Tell Me, Pretty Maiden” with a sextet of male partners. The young women’s nightly performances were discovered by a group of young college men from Yale, who began attending so they could give the girls a standing ovation. Each of the original six Florodora Girls—Daisy Greene, Marjorie Relyea, Agnes Wayburn, Margaret Walker, Marie I. Wilson, and Vaughan Texsmith—married a millionaire.


It was partly the belief that every Florodora Girl married a millionaire that lured perhaps the most famous Florodora Girl of all to the part: Evelyn Nesbit. Nesbit went on to become the notorious “girl in the red velvet swing” at the center of one of New York society’s most notorious murders, immortalized in a 1955 movie of that name and in the 1998 musical Ragtime. Nesbit was just sixteen when she was picked out of the Florodora chorus by forty-seven-year-old Stanford White, a partner in the architectural firm of McKim, Mead & White, which defined the era’s style. Among White’s designs was the triumphal arch in New York’s Washington Square, built in 1882 to belatedly celebrate the centennial of George Washington’s inauguration as the first president of the United States in 1789. A redhead with an enormous red mustache, White had tickets to Floradora. He lured Nesbit to his opulent home with the red velvet swing on Twenty-Fourth Street, where he plied the teenage virgin with alcohol and deflowered her. Like the other Florodora Girls, Nesbit married a millionaire, Harry Thaw, a coal and railroad heir. Thaw, harboring a vendetta against the man who had stolen his wife’s virginity, shot White dead with three bullets to the head and back at the climax of a performance at a rooftop theater in New York on June 25, 1906. Thaw pled temporary insanity at the ensuing “Trial of the Century” and was dispatched to an asylum.


The longtime mistress of press baron William Randolph Hearst was also a Florodora Girl of sorts. Marion Davies never actually appeared in the show, but she did star in the movie The Florodora Girl (1930). It is the story of a chorus girl who, predictably, falls in love with a wealthy suitor. Her beau soon gambles away his fortune at the races, and his mother insists he regain it by marrying an heiress. Davies, who later became a so-called Ziegfeld Girl in Florenz Ziegfeld’s stage “Follies,” described the magnetic allure of the chorus girl in her autobiography, The Times We Had:


My first admirer while I was on the stage was called the “Boston Millionaire.” That’s how it is when you are on the stage; you get admirers and proposals of marriage or something. It doesn’t matter what your face looks like; it’s all how you look from across the footlights. And every girl in a show looks glamorous to the audience. Now this one was a bachelor. He sat in the first row and was very elegant. But he had to have an introduction, through my mother. Ziegfeld would always insist that the stagedoor-Johnnies had to be introduced properly. And there were so many, and all with proposals. It was preposterous, in a way, because they were looking over the footlights. We were looking the other way, into the audience, no matter how well dressed a man was, it wasn’t as exciting as the stage. The glamour was all on the stage.


Ziegfeld had Americanized the concept of the famous Folies Bergère of Paris in his first “Follies,” Follies of 1907, set in a rooftop theater he renamed the Jardin de Paris. Its mix of singing, dancing, and comic commentary on current events proved a hit. The Ziegfeld Follies became an annual New York extravaganza until his death in 1932, and then irresistibly reappeared from time to time, as in the Stephen Sondheim musical Follies (1971).


Ziegfeld rather disingenuously claimed the mission of his sexy cabarets was to “glorify the American girl.” He considered himself the ultimate arbiter of female American beauty. “Five percent of all American women are beautiful. Five of every hundred conform to the established canons of perfection in loveliness. Fifty per cent are pretty, pleasing or personable. . . . Over the remaining forty-five percent we will draw the veil of kindly silence,” he once said. To add insult to injury, he added, “Beauty and brains are not often found together.”


A host of Ziegfeld Girls went on to become early movie stars: Mae Murray, Marion Davies, and Olive Thomas, who all had an impact on Audrey’s life, as well as Fanny Brice, Billie Dove, Lilyan Tashman, Louise Brooks, and Charlie Chaplin’s future wife, Paulette Goddard. Perhaps inevitably, several others ended up marrying or having long-term relationships with the maestro himself: Anna Held, Lillian Lorraine, and Billie Burke.


Producers recognized that Audrey had the glamour of a chorus girl. She could sing, she could dance, and she was undoubtedly beautiful. But she was just one of a large crowd of chorines. It could be grueling work. Some nights, the performances ran on until one in the morning, and Audrey still had to get home. Chorines were notorious for going to bed at two in morning and not waking up until one the following afternoon. New York Times society columnist Richard Barry estimated that the average stage life of a chorus girl was just seven years—about the same as a “reporter on a yellow newspaper.” Adrienne Kroell, a chorus girl who was one of the very first to switch into silent movies, made fun of the many myths about the chorus girl’s life. “All this talk one reads about their nightly after-the-theatre supper at lobster emporiums is fiction. . . . It is a safe bet the four-fifths of them slide for the home plate just as soon as they have washed the cosmetic off their eyebrows,” she wrote. “Just because a few of them make a big noise, why blame the majority? The chorus girl is just like any other girl.”


After The Girl and the Wizard, Audrey was picked for Girlies, which ran at the New Amsterdam Theatre from June 13 to August 27, 1910. It had a chorus line of sixty girls. The pitch for the show was simple enough. Newspaper ads read:



GIRLIES. 60 of Them.



NONE OF THEM TWENTY.


NONE OF THEM MARRIED.


The critics panned Girlies. “It is the same old plotless piece, with the same old tunes and the same old business,” the Brooklyn Daily Eagle reviewer moaned. The public loved it nevertheless and filled the theater all summer.
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Audrey, identified by a family member as fifth from left, appearing in the musical Girlies at the New Amsterdam Theatre.








Audrey’s next chorus was even bigger. One critic estimated that there were 200 chorines in La Belle Paree, a musical revue of skits of American tourists in Paris. The official cast list named a mere eighty-five. The show was the first extravaganza at the vast new 1,800-seat Winter Garden, built in the former American Horse Exchange. It played for 104 performances until September 16, 1911. Despite her anonymity in the huge cast, Audrey got to perform alongside another future star. Making his Broadway debut in blackface as the minstrel Erastus Sparkler was the young Al Jolson, who would go on to make the most famous early “talking picture,” The Jazz Singer (1927). La Belle Paree launched his career.


Audrey never became a Ziegfeld Girl, which was considered by many to be the pinnacle of the chorine’s career. Ziegfeld was not her type. Too cynical. And she was not Ziegfeld’s type. Too serious. Not sexy enough. “Grey eyes cannot be beautiful. They are too hard, too intellectual,” he complained. “They are the eyes of the typical college girl.”


Audrey had other admirers.
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Audrey defended women’s right to wear one-piece “bathing suits that men wear.”







Audrey and Kittie entertained themselves by going window-shopping on Fifth Avenue. They liked to daydream about all the beautiful garments they could not afford. One day, as Audrey was wondering whether she would ever be rich enough to buy one of the expensive hats on display, she noticed a man following her. He walked behind her, studying her intently. Then he hurried in front so he could look back. Angered and a little fearful, mother and daughter dodged into a store. But the stranger waited outside. Eventually, Kittie plucked up the courage to confront the stalker.


The man politely raised his hat and apologized for his unwanted attentions. He asked whether Audrey was a model. “No,” Kittie told him firmly. He went on to explain that he was a photographer, still a novelty at the time, and asked whether Audrey might not come to his studio to have some studies made of her face. To maintain propriety, he suggested Kittie should accompany her still-teenage daughter, and presented his card.


It was Audrey’s entrée into the art world.


“It was all an accident, and until an hour or so before I did pose such a thing never entered my mind,” she later told the New York Sun in her first-ever press interview. “We did not like the idea at all, but finding out that he was one of the best photographers in town mother and I went. He took some photographs, said I had a head almost antique in line, and began to tell his artist friends about me. From that [time] on I have posed.”


Audrey told several versions of this story over the years. She described the photographer differently at different times: “a young man,” “middle-aged,” and even “aged.” She once, in a ghostwritten article, gave the name on his card: Ralph Draper.


No one has ever found an early New York photographer named Ralph Draper—because he does not exist.


Draper is indeed a surname recognizably linked to a famous photographer. Two generations earlier, John William Draper, born in England in 1811, became a professor of chemistry at New York University and experimented with the newly discovered processes of photography, making a camera out of a cigar box. He later set up a photography studio on the roof of the NYU building on Washington Square with his friend Samuel Morse, the inventor of the telegraph and Morse code. City dignitaries flocked to the studio to have their picture taken. Draper is still famous today for taking the first-ever photograph of the moon from New York in 1840, the first example of astrophotography, which has since seen humanity take close-up photographs of faraway planets. That same year, Draper took a photograph of his sister Dorothy that is considered the first-ever photographic portrait of a human being. But John William Draper died in 1882, before Audrey was born, and he had no descendants named Ralph.


A quite different name for Audrey’s photographer, however, has come down through her family via her mother. That name is Herzog.


Now totally forgotten, Felix Benedict Herzog was one of those remarkable American polymaths of a bygone era. The New York Herald, in his obituary, described him as an “inventor, artist and patent attorney.” On census forms, he described himself simply as an “electrician”—a job description that carried a lot more excitement than it does today. But Herzog, the son of Austro-Hungarian immigrants, was also indisputably an artist. When he met Audrey, he had a full face with tangled, graying hair and a thick mustache—and was almost exactly the age of her father.
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Felix Benedict Herzog, the photographer who discovered Audrey, “could . . . open a model agency.”








Herzog graduated from Columbia University in 1881 with a degree in political science, in 1882 with a bachelor of law, and in 1883 with a PhD. At the university, he also distinguished himself by becoming one of the most prolific cartoonists on the recently founded college newspaper, the Columbia Spectator. A reviewer called him “the strongest, most original and most finished of these college cartoonists,” and his cartoons were among those published in a book titled College Cuts.


After Columbia, Herzog became a pioneer of telephony. He invented a telephone switchboard, a police emergency calling system, and a signaling system for elevators. Eventually, he ran his own Herzog Teleseme Company. It made a contraption for hotels with a circular chart that enabled guests to call for room service items, ranging from “chamber maid” and “my manservant” to “cognac” and “Bass ale.” In an era before telephones were common in rooms, the Herzog Teleseme became an emblem of luxury. One was installed in the Élysée Palace Hôtel in Paris.


Combining his talents of composition with his scientific savvy, Herzog embraced the emerging art form of photography. He was drawn to the pictorialist movement of photographers who used the new form to present artistic images rather than true-to-life scenes.


To get to Herzog’s studio, Audrey and Kittie had to walk over to Lincoln Square, the bustling crossroads where Columbus Avenue met Broadway. The IRT subway grumbled below the ground and the Ninth Avenue el train clattered overhead. Herzog had his studio in the Lincoln Arcade Building at 1947 Broadway, between Sixty-Fifth and Sixty-Sixth Streets. The block-long, six-story loft building had recently become an uptown outpost of the New York art world in Greenwich Village and Gramercy Park. The New York Times Magazine called it a “new Bohemia.” The artists spilled into the surrounding streets, and people began to speak of the “Sixty-Seventh Street Studio District.”


At street level, the Arcade Building had a row of shop awnings along Broadway with a candy store, a barber, a clock maker, a milliner’s shop, a billiard parlor, and two corner saloons. A hall was rented out for “spiritualistic” lectures by the Rev. Rufus A. Macurda, “pastor and psychic” of the First Liberal Thought Church. Upstairs was even funkier. Dentists worked next door to dance instructors, stenographers next door to quacks peddling miracle health cures. The cheap lofts on the top floors at the back of the building were populated by students, musicians, illustrators, and artists. Owen Johnson described the atmosphere in his popular novel The Woman Gives (1917): “It was a place where no questions were asked and no advice permitted; where, if you found a man wandering in the long drafty corridors, you piloted him to his room and put him to bed and did not seek to reform him in the morning. This was its etiquette.” The building’s artistic legacy lives on in Lincoln Center to this day.


Inside, Audrey and Kittie encountered an extraordinary scene.


Herzog was a virtuoso of drapery. In his studio, he photographed carefully staged scenes of young women swathed in silk wraps—sometimes solo, sometimes together, and sometimes nude. In a single afternoon, he could conduct forty or fifty exposures, with some compositions containing twenty or thirty figures. He approached his work with scientific precision. “To costume, pose, light and arrange the bodies, draperies, hands and faces of a group of even only two or three of the most adaptable and willing models, to watch until the end of the exposure every fold of the drapery, every changing shadow which may be cast at some undesired point as the models are moved tentatively; to study every movement of the head or expressive feature of the face or the nervous and often unconscious change in the fingers or hands of the nerve-strained models—all this furnishes an exercise in patience, invention and concentration of faculties which I find about as good a test of what engineers call ‘the maximum efficient’ as any task I have ever performed,” Herzog wrote.


Sadakichi Hartmann, the German-Japanese poet and New York art world figure who was one of the first-ever photography critics, met Herzog at the Camera Club of New York, an association of photography enthusiasts, around 1902 and kept up the acquaintance for years. “It was a chance meeting. I was introduced to him as a man who ‘was trying to do some new stunts,’ and soon after Herzog produced a wallet containing some hundred photographs of draped figures and nudes,” Hartmann wrote. “I did not remember of ever having encountered in painting, as well as in photography, a more decided talent for the handling of drapery as was revealed to me in those tattered proofs.” Hartmann, who also wrote under the pen name Sidney Allan, called Herzog “an independent pictorialist, with plenty of leisure and working solely for his pleasure.”


A lifelong bachelor, Herzog recruited young women from among the city’s dancers, actresses, and professional artists’ models—as well, apparently, as on the street, like Audrey. The Camera, a photography magazine, wrote snidely: “Herzog, at this minute, could open a costume and drapery shop and a model agency besides.”
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