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  INTRODUCTION




  

    

      

        

          Life all around me here in the village:




          Tragedy, comedy, valor and truth,




          Courage, constancy, heroism, failure —




          All in the loom, and oh what patterns!




          —EDGAR LEE MASTERS, Spoon River Anthology


        


      


    


  




  It’s a sad irony of New York life that over time, the fabled buildings and institutions that first attract us to the city fade into

  invisibility. The Empire State Building loses its glamour amid the noise and dust of a midsummer traffic jam. Even the grand old Dakota, former home of John Lennon, becomes just another apartment

  building when you jog past it every day. Life happens, and, gradually, the grid of historic sites gives way to your own potent landmarks: the office building where you landed your first job, the

  restaurant where your lover proposed, the park where you were mugged. The young saplings obscure the old-growth trees, and the monuments are forgotten.




  For me and, possibly, many other New Yorkers, this has been the case for the Chelsea Hotel. Since 1884, the mammoth red-brick edifice on West Twenty-Third Street has sheltered some of the most

  dynamic, innovative artists the United States has produced. The list of creative residents has grown so lengthy that it’s hard to take in: the writers Thomas Wolfe, Mary McCarthy, Arthur C.

  Clarke, Terry Southern, Jim Carroll, Sam Shepard, and Joseph O’Neill; the artists John Sloan, Jackson Pollock, Larry Rivers, Julian Schnabel, and Francesco Clemente; filmmakers Robert

  Flaherty, Richard Leacock, Jonas Mekas, Miloš Forman, and Shirley Clarke; actors Edie Sedgwick, Dennis Hopper, Holly Woodlawn, Viva, and Ethan Hawke; and a superabundance of musicians

  ranging from Virgil Thomson to Bob Dylan and from Janis Joplin to Patti Smith to Dee Dee Ramone.




  At the Chelsea, Arthur Miller wrote his Marilyn Monroe play, After the Fall, a short stroll from the rooms where Andy Warhol later shot scenes for Chelsea Girls. Mark Twain

  entertained fellow diners with tidbits from A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court in the same room where Richard Bernstein produced movie-star portraits for the cover of

  Interview. In rooms where students of Antonín Dvořák had once struggled to imagine a plausibly indigenous music for America, Bob Dylan jotted down lyrics

  for Blonde on Blonde. In the Chelsea’s art studios, American impressionists gave way to urban realists, the realists to abstract expressionists, and the expressionists to pop

  artists, avant-garde filmmakers, performance artists, and video experimenters. As the Chelsea’s reputation spread, artists, writers, and social activists from around the world — Dylan

  Thomas, Christo, Yevgeny Yevtushenko, Brendan Behan, Abdullah Ibrahim, and many others — helped turn the Chelsea into the largest and longest-lived creative community in the world.




  The Chelsea Association Building began its life as one of the city’s first great apartment buildings — a cooperative club set in the middle of what was then the city’s

  mass-transit crossroads and its center for the arts — and became a residential hotel shortly after the turn of the century. Near the end of the Depression, when it succumbed to bankruptcy,

  the hotel was bought by a syndicate of arts-friendly Hungarian émigrés and managed by them for nearly seventy years. Over the decades, the genteel home for artists grew increasingly

  shabby as etched-glass panels were broken, murals painted over, and parquet floors pulled up so the building’s original eighty apartments could be partitioned into more than three hundred

  rooms and suites. In 1966, when the hotel was granted official city-landmark status — over strident objections by some neighboring business owners, who thought it would be better to raze the

  bohemian enclave — some of the suites retained their late-Victorian grandeur. But the décor of most leaned, in Arthur Miller’s words, more toward “Guatemalan maybe, or

  outer Queens.” Then the seventies arrived, with cockroaches and bedbugs, junkies and graffiti. By the time Sid Vicious’s partner, Nancy Spungen, was found stabbed to death in the

  bathroom of their first-floor room, many New Yorkers were ready to see the Chelsea die.




  Having moved to the city a few weeks before Spungen’s murder, in 1978, I, too, was quick to dismiss the Chelsea as outside the mainstream of city life. Like many new arrivals, I eventually

  made my way to the lobby to take a look at the art by Larry Rivers and Arman and scope out the equally intriguing assortment of individuals lounging in overstuffed armchairs before the fireplace.

  Climbing the skylighted bronzed-iron staircase, exchanging nods with passing residents, I, too, experienced the commonly reported sense of the uncanny — a kind of residual energy left behind

  by past generations or, somehow, generated by the building itself.




  But then I forgot about the Chelsea as my own personal landmarks began to emerge. On the rare occasions when I passed the hotel, I no longer glanced through its scratched-glass doors to see who

  was inside. Attending parties there now and then, I paid more attention to the nonresidents I knew than to the hotel’s denizens or its unique atmosphere. I did not pause to consider the

  connections between that architectural relic on Twenty-Third Street and Jackson Pollock’s paintings at the Museum of Modern Art, Virgil Thomson’s operas at the Brooklyn Academy of

  Music, Shirley Clarke’s films at the Anthology Film Archives, or the Broadway revivals of Arthur Miller’s plays. If I noticed the hotel owners’ comments occasionally quoted in the

  Times — that the Hotel Chelsea represented something vital to the life of the city — those assertions paled against the essayist Sarah Vowell’s

  more entertaining portrayal of the building as a headquarters for weirdos — all those New York “junkies . . . geniuses . . . men in eye makeup, yearning to lay low.”




  Then, one day in 2005, my view began to change. I was lunching with a new acquaintance, Gavin Henderson, the visiting director of London’s Trinity College of Music, and I happened to ask

  where he was staying while in New York. He responded, “Where I always stay — the Chelsea Hotel.” I laughed, surprised that someone so dapper and distinguished would choose such

  down-at-heel digs. He responded with great conviction that in fact there was no more welcoming home in New York, as he had learned from his first visits as a young artist in the 1960s, when a

  chance meeting with the composer Virgil Thomson had opened up the city to him and ultimately influenced the shape of his career. He named his first son after Thomson, and as his family grew, they

  all came to consider the Chelsea their second home. Even his upright eighty-year-old mother from Brighton, initially warned off the place, fell so fully in love with the Chelsea’s homelike

  atmosphere that she insisted that was where she wished to go to die.




  “In a place without room service?” I asked.




  He waved away the question. The Chelsea wasn’t about amenities. It was about people. If I ever stayed there myself, he said, I would understand. Actually, he added — knowing

  I’d recently finished a book about a creative community in New York — someone should write a history of that hotel.




  I said, “Sure,” but shrugged off the suggestion. Still, something must have registered, because a short time later, experimenting with a new search engine at the New York Public

  Library, I decided to plug in the street address of the Chelsea Hotel.




  The stories that popped up were bizarre. First came a stark account, dated 1884, of a tenement-slum girl who was dispatched to the Bellevue insane asylum after she claimed she lived at the

  glorious new Chelsea; this was followed by a passionate nineteenth-century tribute to the building as a “living temple of humanity” destined to meet New Yorkers’

  “spiritual” as well as practical needs. A loving reminiscence of the days when hansom cabs delivered the town’s most beautiful women and their top-hatted escorts to the Chelsea

  for pre-opera dinners gave way to a report on a Hungarian artist who, after being robbed on the subway, checked into the Chelsea and shot himself in the head. At the Chelsea, I read, Isadora Duncan

  danced for her friends at private parties. At the Chelsea, a nineteenth-century playboy was caught philandering with both a handsome young barkeep and the barkeep’s wife. And at the Chelsea,

  the wife of a touring concert pianist cut off her hand with a pair of shears, left it behind for her young daughter to find, and leaped from a fifth-floor window to her death.




  Well, that was something, I said to myself, as the announcement that the library was closing brought me back to the present. Without doubt, the stories were intriguing. But the Chelsea still

  didn’t seem the best place for an elderly woman from Brighton to spend her last days. As for me, I had a deadline. I packed my bag and headed home.




  In the end, it took a lightning bolt, literally, to make the Chelsea visible to me again. The flash came in the midst of a sudden downpour one summer evening as I leaped over a puddle at the

  corner of Twenty-Third Street and Seventh Avenue. The forked flash of light drew my gaze upward in time to catch a split-second image of the Chelsea in all its Gothic glory silhouetted against a

  storm-roiled Manhattan sky. Atop its roof, full-grown trees waved their branches in the wind like women waving handkerchiefs in distress. It was an extravagant moment, but it did the trick. For the

  first time in decades, I actually stopped — in the middle of the street — and saw the Chelsea Hotel.




  How did that building get there? I wondered as a car honked and I hurried on. What was a bohemian headquarters like this doing lodged in the heart of the world’s most capitalist

  city? Who in the 1880s had thought to build an oversize palace for artists at a time when American writers and painters were socially on a par with tailors and parlor maids? And what had kept it

  going as a creative nexus for a hundred and twenty-five years? From all appearances, the Chelsea had lurched forward by lucky accidents of recession-lowered prices, rent-stabilization laws, and

  unusually benign management. But as I knew from past research, successful communities don’t just happen; the economic, social, and environmental conditions have to be planned and carefully maintained. Who had made these plans for the Chelsea? What had been the designer’s ultimate goal? And why had no one asked these questions before?




  Compelled to look for answers, I set aside other projects and began to dig beneath the time-hardened crust of Chelsea Hotel anecdote and legend. Through serendipity and researcher’s luck,

  I discovered a story long buried beneath the layers of New York history — a forgotten dream of community and cultural ambition that originated in revolutionary France, came to America before

  the Civil War, and was realized on Twenty-Third Street in the midst of the Gilded Age. It was a story involving utopian theorists and graft-hungry politicians, Brook Farm transcendentalists and

  immigrant-labor activists, gentlemen dabblers in paint and words and half-literate outcasts from the American West.




  The origins of the Chelsea Hotel took me far beyond the standard versions of New York’s history. I delved deeper, and the year I had expected to spend researching its history stretched to

  two years, then three and four. At times, as I immersed myself in stories of vagrants and countesses, anarchists and poets, ghosts and cadavers, I recalled the words of Chelsea denizen Alice Davis,

  Edgar Lee Masters’s mistress, who told a reporter, “This saga will never be written . . . The Chelsea Hotel is an 11-volume work!” But the journey was worth taking. In the history

  of the Chelsea, I found an alternative story of America — a subversive tale suppressed and erased with each successive era, only to emerge again every time. The Chelsea’s world survives

  because it exists for the most part not in New York but in the imaginations of those who have helped create it. Now, approaching the corner at Seventh Avenue where the hotel first commanded my

  attention years ago, I pause to take in the magnificent red-brick façade with its wrought-iron balconies, and I wonder how I could ever have ignored this cultural dynamo that has worked for

  more than a century, with varying degrees of success, to generate art and ideas capable of changing the world. As the Chelsea endures another crisis in a series that seems unending — this one

  a dispute following its sale to a New York real estate developer over whether it will be emptied of residents and become just another overpriced boutique hotel — the need to highlight its

  origins and significance seems more important than ever. The richness of imagination and experience retained within this building’s walls — the product of more than a century of

  friction between the hotel’s inner culture and the outside world — is like nothing else on the planet. Now, at this critical moment in its history — and our own — it is time

  to see the Chelsea anew.
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  THE CHELSEA ASSOCIATION




  

    Once in about every generation, attention is called to our social system . . . A class of men . . . unite to condemn the whole structure . . . The object is not destructive,

    but beneficent. Twenty-five years ago an attempt was made in most of the northern States. There are signs that another is about to be made.




    —N. C. MEEKER,
New York Tribune, November 3, 1866


  




  A performer could not find a better stage in New York this sweltering night in August of 1884 than the sidewalk of West Tenth Street near the river,

  in one of the city’s worst downtown slums. A proscenium arch of grime-covered tenements and fluttering valances of laundry framed a set of ash barrels and garbage piles. Sparks from the Sixth

  Avenue elevated trains provided illumination, and clattering horses and clanging streetcars added sound effects. Potential audiences were everywhere: the factory girls and

  tailors’ assistants strolling Sixth Avenue, the Irish toughs stumbling out of the gaslit saloons, exhausted mothers roosting on the stoops with their infants, and entire families looking down

  from the cheap seats on the tenement roofs where they spent their summer nights.




  Every day, girls like Paula arrived in the city, missed their connections with families or fiancés, and ended up on streets like these. Just another lost soul, with her muddy hem and

  empty purse, the nineteen-year-old ordinarily would have passed invisibly through the crowd as she drifted west toward the river’s black void. But something about her straight-backed posture,

  about the peculiar fixed quality of her expression, alerted the street urchins that here was a diva preparing to perform. They left their games and trailed her in a taunting chorus until, at the

  corner of Bleecker, she spotted her leading man: a fresh-faced young policeman in a new uniform with shiny brass buttons. Drawing his gaze with her wide-eyed stare, Paula put a hand to her throat

  and, with a single small cry, slid to the ground as though sinking into the sea.




  Before, she had been invisible, but now she was seen. “Look! Look!” a boy shouted. “She had a fit, can’t you see?” People came running from all directions; the

  tenement windows filled with spectators, some of whom had rushed half-clothed from their beds to feast their eyes on the tragic sight. Down on the sidewalk, those at the front of the crowd twisted

  their heads to shout “Quit shoving!” at the ones scuffling in the rear. Then the young officer pushed through, his helmet towering above the multitude of black caps. Everyone cheered as

  he picked up the limp body, and they followed along as he carried the woman several blocks to the Charles Street police station. To the crowd’s satisfaction, the station-house surgeon called

  an ambulance and dispatched the pretty young victim to St. Vincent’s Hospital, where the nuns would no doubt give her a basement cot for the night. It was a well-done performance: a heroine

  rescued, a young officer ennobled, and the Church waiting in the wings to perform its proper charitable role. The audience dispersed in a cheerful mood, as if they themselves had been saved.




  That would have been the end of it if not for the arrival of a young New York Times reporter who had learned of Paula’s performance from the police wire at

  the press office on Mulberry Street. He had recognized her at once from the wire’s description, having previously watched her hoodwink free lodging out of hospital officials from Long Island

  to the East River. When the reporter had first encountered her, in the chill halls of Bellevue’s insane pavilion, the girl identified herself as Pauline Esperanza Bolonda, but at another

  time, she gave the name Olga Helena Jesuriech, and at another, Frederica S. Jerome. Now, on the reporter’s arrival at St. Vincent’s, he was informed by the softhearted chief surgeon

  that the woman was the well-born “Frances Stevens of Switzerland,” newly arrived in this country and staying with friends on Twenty-Third Street — not just another homeless

  drifter hoping to avoid a night in a back alley or hallway squat.




  Nonsense, scoffed the journalist. This “pretty and mysterious fable coiner” had no friends, no family, no proper employment. As she feigned unconsciousness on her cot, the reporter

  opened her purse and proved that she possessed not a cent. Furthermore, for the record, the address she had given on West Twenty-Third Street was the Chelsea Association Building, which was not yet

  finished — clearly, “Frances Stevens” could not be a resident there. She was a fantasist, a liar. Everyone knew the destiny of girls like this — a quick descent from Bowery

  dancehall to Thompson Street brothel to opium addiction and an early grave.




  Better to withhold pity and allow fate to take its course — as it did the next day when the exhausted teenager, driven to distraction by a reporter determined to squeeze out of her plight

  one more story for the Sunday news, fled to a Second Avenue orphanage; threatened suicide if she did not get protection; and was promptly arrested and transported first to Bellevue and then to the

  Blackwell’s Island insane asylum, an institution from which few women ever returned. She had no money — the only crime in this city for which there was no appeal — and so her next

  performance would likely take place on a medical-school dissecting table or in Potter’s Field.




  “PAULA LOCKED UP; the Wanderer of Many Names Arrested as a Vagrant” read the headline of the

  brief report in the Sunday New York Times. The architect Philip Hubert would hardly have chosen this story to introduce his Chelsea Association Building. If, as some

  said, one could judge the state of a society by its treatment of women, this city had much to answer for. Standing on the Chelsea’s roof, a hundred and fifty feet above West Twenty-Third

  Street, the well-dressed Frenchman could easily pick out the Lower East Side slum from whose orphanage the young woman had been hauled away. It was difficult, surrounded up here by summer sunlight

  and a fresh Atlantic breeze, to imagine how despairing she must have felt as she searched those streets for shelter.




  The fifty-four-year-old architect could sympathize. Through a fluke of circumstance, he too had once been homeless for a time. At age fourteen, he had left his family home near Paris for an

  independent life and a job at an ironworks near the coast of France. Unable to afford a room on his pay of four sous per day, he had been forced to pitch a hammock in the woods outside town.

  Luckily, he was discovered by a local priest who then helped him find housing and even volunteered to tutor him privately for the next two years. If not for that priest and his magnificent library,

  Hubert might not be here, forty years later, a highly respected architect with three grown children — his youngest a girl near Paula’s age. Still, he knew what it was like to live on

  bread and water. The experience of hunger makes brothers of a surprising variety of people.




  Hubert was proud of this building, his newest home club and now the largest residential structure in the city of New York. He looked forward to seeing it fill with the eighty families he and his

  partners had chosen to create a life together under its roof. For more than a year, passersby in the district had watched the Chelsea Association Building’s iron beams rise from cellars

  thirty feet deep, had seen its façade of Philadelphia pressed brick expand east and west across seven city lots. Horizontal bands of white stone gave its upper floors a festive appearance,

  while iron balconies with balusters wrought into the shapes of sunflowers added charm to the lower floors. But though its beauty inspired admiration, its sheer size sparked some anxiety in this

  city of brownstones that had seen its first apartment building, aside from the slum tenements, only a decade before. Exaggerated headlines like the New York Tribune’s “Two

  Hundred Feet in the Air: A Thousand People under One Roof” played to public fears of fire, falling elevators, and the spread of disease. There were other fears too: that

  the forced intimacy of Parisian-style apartment living might lead the residents to looser moral standards, or, even worse, that the apartment-dwellers might be mistaken for the lower-class types in

  the rooming houses downtown. In a society lacking the Old World’s clear, traditional class divisions, New Yorkers relied on their private brownstones “to guard their dearly-cherished

  state of exaltation,” as Hubert had archly noted in a recent brochure. Yet, with real estate prices rising astronomically, many New Yorkers had to choose between apartment living and

  exile.




  Hubert had done his best to allay all these fears. Choosing a fashionable mix of Victorian Gothic and Queen Anne styles, he had festooned his building with cheerful clusters of asymmetrical

  peaked roofs, dormer windows, and red-brick chimneys. To address concerns about fire, he had separated apartments with cement-filled brick walls three feet thick and had sheathed the iron beams

  between floors with fireproof plaster, making it almost impossible for flames to spread from one residence to the next. There was no reason to fear the state-of-the-art elevators, designed by the

  Otis Company. And the Chelsea boasted every conceivable modern amenity as well: pressurized steam for cooking, speaking tubes for easy communication, a dumbwaiter for room service, eighteen hundred

  electric lights in addition to traditional gas jets, and even a telephone in the manager’s office for residents’ use.




  But Hubert hoped that, beyond issues of safety and comfort, new residents would appreciate the integrity of the building’s design. From the street’s broad sidewalk, they would enter

  a lodge-like reception hall, tastefully finished in mahogany wainscoting and white marble floors, with a carved fireplace to the left and an elegant ladies’ sitting room through arched doors

  on the right. At the center of the lobby, a brass and marble staircase adorned with bronzed-iron passionflowers wound up ten stories to an enormous skylight, through which sunlight tumbled to the

  ground floor. To the rear of that floor, behind the staircase, Hubert had installed three linked private dining rooms for the residents’ use, with a large kitchen that also served a public

  café accessible from the street. A basement barbershop and billiards parlor had been provided for the men. Behind these were the wine cellar, butcher shop, and laundry

  and coal rooms. An underground tunnel led to an annexed townhouse on Twenty-Second Street, through which deliverymen and servants could enter and leave the building unseen by residents.




  But it was the roof, Hubert suspected, that would most please the occupants of the Chelsea’s apartments and top-floor artist’s studios. Here, high above the dust and noise of the

  growing city, he had created a pleasure park for the residents’ private use. A brick-paved promenade stretched a hundred and seventy-five feet east to west across the building’s rear

  half, soon to be furnished with benches and awnings to provide relief from the summer sun. The peaked roofs of a staggered row of apartment-studio duplexes jutted through the roof’s center

  section, each entrance marked by a small private garden, adding the charming look of a small village to the space. And at the front of the building, atop the Chelsea’s central tower, stood an

  enormous slate-roofed pyramid with its own private garden that would serve as a clinic where residents could recuperate from illness among friends and family.




  It was easy to imagine inhabitants of the Chelsea gathering here to attend concerts under stars undimmed by the new electric streetlamps on Broadway or to listen to poetry recitations as the sun

  set behind the river on summer evenings. Gazing down, they could trace the city’s expansion up the island of Manhattan in successive waves of prosperity — northward from the crooked

  waterfront streets of the original Dutch West India Company settlement to the proper British townhouses near Bowling Green, past the proud Greek Revival homes built with Erie Canal profits around

  Greenwich Village’s Washington Square, and finally to the aristocratic mansions of Gramercy Park and Union Square that marked the city’s emergence as chief conduit between Europe and

  the nation’s interior.




  These latter waves of development coincided, as it happened, with critical periods in Hubert’s own past. In 1830, as the agrarian Greenwich Village was absorbed and transformed by the

  encroaching city, Hubert was “christened on the barricades” of the July Revolution in Paris, where his architect father, Colomb Gengembre, had joined with other

  young technocrats to force the monarchist King Charles X from his throne. Having succeeded in replacing Charles with the more liberal-minded Louis Philippe, the group set to work through the years

  of Philip’s early childhood to rebuild French society in line with the writings of the utopian philosopher Charles Fourier. These writings shaped Philip’s life — and the

  Chelsea.




  At first glance, Fourier seemed an odd choice of champion for this coterie of sophisticated, intellectual Frenchmen. A lifelong eccentric left nearly penniless by his provincial merchant-father,

  Fourier barely managed to support himself on a municipal clerk’s salary, and his opinionated, cantankerous personality gained him enemies wherever he lived. Yet as a writer, Fourier

  demonstrated an exceptional gift for conveying both the horrors of life in the “stinking, close and ill-built” towns of early industrial France and the wonders of his vision for a

  liberated, creative, and productive new world.




  The essential problem with modern society, Fourier believed, was its mind-boggling inefficiency. In order to serve the needs and desires of a minuscule privileged merchant class, the vast

  majority of citizens sacrificed their creative potential to lives of tedium and want as factory workers, servants, clerks, and manual laborers. The contrast between rich and poor had grown so stark

  — many among the majority were just one week’s pay away from homelessness and starvation — that men were willing to cheat, steal, and betray their brothers for a chance to enter

  the moneyed class, and women felt compelled to auction themselves off to the wealthiest suitors. To maintain their own positions, the wealthy armed themselves with brokers, speculators, and other

  middlemen who took their cut of the nation’s wealth while producing nothing themselves. Worst of all, the competition for privilege pitted citizens against one another, robbing them of the

  benefits and pleasures of community life. Isolated in their separate homes, family members came to loathe one another, and thousands of women wastefully duplicated the tasks of domestic work and

  childcare.




  Such a system corrupted everyone, Fourier wrote, as the wealthy wasted their lives in forced indolence, and the poor in unending drudgery. What was needed was a clearing of the decks of

  centuries of mindless custom, followed by a scientific approach toward answering these essential questions: What made for a fulfilling life? What did people really want, and

  what did they need? And how could a structure be created to fulfill the desires and needs of everyone, not just the fortunate few, in a way that would benefit all?




  For years, in the hours not wasted at his job as a city clerk, Fourier filled hundreds of pages with ideas about how to create such a social structure — ideas based not on the past or on

  current perceived needs but on eternal, universal laws of human nature. Expanding on Isaac Newton’s theories of gravitational force, Fourier came to believe that each of nature’s

  creatures, including humans, was attracted toward a particular set of activities and behaviors in the same way that a falling apple was drawn by gravity toward the earth. Over time, he developed a

  chart defining 810 personality types that represented every possible combination of “passionate attraction” in every variety of relative strengths. Because these diverse predilections

  were natural and God-given, Fourier wrote, it was society’s sacred duty to permit them to develop unimpeded — allowing the “butterflies” to flit from one interest to the

  next, for example; assigning titles and uniforms to those who craved deference and respect; and giving the gossips a forum for exchanging news. Each personality type could be compared, in fact, to

  a key on a keyboard that, when played in glorious harmony with all of its fellows, produced a symphony of human expression — a synergistic “music of humanity” spurring the

  population forward in its spiritual and social evolution.




  The trick lay in building a social instrument to house those keys so that each note could ring free and true. Fourier presented his idea for such a social structure: a self-contained community,

  which he called a phalanx, in homage to the close-knit military formations of ancient Greece. Each phalanx would consist of a full complement of 1,620 individuals — a male and a female

  representative of each of his 810 personality types — living together in an enormous palace, called a phalanstery, surrounded by workshops, orchards, and fields. As a group, the phalanx would

  make its living largely through agriculture and craftwork. But within the group, each individual could choose how much to contribute in terms of labor, special talent, or cash

  and lead a life of corresponding luxury or simplicity as a result. One could even forgo traditional labor in favor of study, artistic pursuits, or sheer leisure and still enjoy subsistence-level

  living, thanks to the collective savings realized through shared cooking, childcare, and resources. And all could take advantage of much grander libraries, dining halls, conservatories, and

  ballrooms than most isolated families could afford.




  Supported by such a structure, members of various economic classes would find it natural to mingle freely without envy, sharing intellectual interests and creative activities along with domestic

  duties. With each man and woman assigned to his or her own private quarters, whether married or not, all would enjoy the space and freedom to follow their natural passions to full fruition. Under

  such conditions, inventions would proliferate, Fourier wrote, and he would not be surprised if a full-fledged phalanx produced a Milton or Molière with every generation. To maximize its

  chances, each phalanx would construct its own opera house where members could reflect on their shared experiences in the forms of music, art, drama, and dance.




  Fourier’s emphasis on pleasure and creativity appealed to Colomb Gengembre and his liberal-minded comrades, as did his practical strategy to free up the logjams of social productivity

  — an approach that Fourier fortified with extensive supporting documents ranging from blueprints for a phalanstery to menus for collective feasts. Fresh from the battles of the July

  Revolution, the young Frenchmen also appreciated Fourier’s claim that violence was unnecessary to create this new society. All the men need do was develop their own model phalanx. When others

  saw how successful it was, they would leave their miserable lives to establish communities of their own, and, in time, Fourier’s glorious human symphonies would cover the planet in a

  universal system he called perfect harmony — the next stage in human evolution.




  By the time Hubert was two, his father and his colleagues had commenced building a model phalanstery outside of Paris, near the Gengembres’ country home. Philip’s earliest memories

  dated back to those days when his father, as the project’s architect, directed the construction of the community’s workshops and common rooms. But as the project

  continued, personal disputes escalated. Finally, Colomb threw up his hands and resigned, then retreated with his family to the castle of his father, Philippe Gengembre, director of the government

  ironworks at Indret, on the Loire River.




  For the next five years, young Philip soaked up the atmosphere of his grandfather’s workshop, adopting the old man’s passion for inventions, paging through his library full of books

  on English architecture, and absorbing his determination to improve conditions in his workers’ lives. When Philippe died, in 1838, his nine-year-old namesake left Indret with his parents, but

  as soon as Philip was old enough, he returned to take a job, unrecognized, in the factory his grandfather had designed.




  These were hard years for Philip, who hoarded as much of his pay as possible to buy the books he needed for study. In time, he moved up to a job as a government clerk, but then came the bloody

  1848 Paris uprising, which reduced the Fourierist movement to ashes and led to the exile of its leaders, several of whom went to the United States, where they hoped they might have a second chance

  to realize their utopian dream.




  A strong Fourierist movement already existed there, initiated by Albert Brisbane, a well-to-do New Yorker who had caught the fever of utopianism during a visit to Paris and who had begun

  promoting Fourier’s ideas back home in his friend Horace Greeley’s New York Tribune. In a nation then undergoing a severe recession, the French dream of economic and individual

  freedom took root. “The rich were enticed, the poor encouraged; the laboring classes were aroused,” one veteran of the movement recalled, by Brisbane’s assurance that a small

  experimental phalanx could be created for less than the cost of a small railroad or bank. Phalansteries soon sprang up in Ohio, Pennsylvania, New York, New Jersey, and Massachusetts, while some

  already established communities, such as Vermont’s Putney Association (later renamed the Oneida colony) and the Massachusetts Brook Farm community, integrated aspects of Fourierist theory

  into their routines.




  Brook Farm, founded by a group of New England transcendentalists that included Margaret Fuller and Henry Thoreau, had begun its experiment in rural communal living with

  what Nathaniel Hawthorne called “delectable visions of the spiritualization of labor.” But farming proved tougher than anticipated by this group of intellectuals, and by the mid-1840s,

  the community was going broke. Fourier’s method, in which the task of managing the collective was assigned to the “skilled mechanic class,” who enjoyed it most, seemed to some a

  pragmatic way to improve productivity while maintaining the idealistic life they treasured. As invitations went out to farmers, artisans, and other practical types to join them, the group began

  publishing a Fourierist journal called the Harbinger and started construction of a simplified phalanstery.




  In 1849, these and other promising signs convinced Philip’s father to take his family to America. Philip chose to come along so he could train with his father as an architect and embark on

  a “life of practical action” like that of his beloved grandfather. Philip was nineteen — the same age as the doomed girl Paula — when the family arrived in New York City. By

  that point, the Erie Canal had allowed New York to surpass Boston in trade volume and Philadelphia in size, and the city, preening in its new status as America’s leading metropolis, was

  busily carving elegant new districts out of the swamps and squatters’ villages of Gramercy Park and Union Square. Wandering past block after block of identical brownstones spreading

  “like cold chocolate sauce” to house an exploding middle class, both father and son were convinced that the American energy and enterprise on display here were all that was needed

  finally to achieve real social revolution.




  But even as the French family continued on to their new home in Cincinnati, it was clear that the American Fourierist movement had begun to collapse. At Brook Farm, clashes had developed between

  the spiritually oriented original members and the more practical-minded new arrivals. At the same time, rumors had begun to spread of aspects of Fourier’s utopian plan that his American

  proponent Brisbane had neglected to reveal. These had to do with the philosopher’s plans for the sexual lives of phalanx members, which Fourier believed should be as unfettered as their

  creative and intellectual pursuits. Not only did he insist that each individual be allowed to follow his or her God-given attraction to homosexual, bisexual, sadomasochistic,

  or any other form of intercourse, but he recommended “celebratory orgies” as a way to strengthen communal bonds, and he advocated a guaranteed minimum level of sexual satisfaction for

  each phalanx member, provided by either a loving partner or a saintly volunteer.




  These suggestions were so shocking to nineteenth-century readers’ sense of propriety that even Fourier’s disciples in France tried to suppress them. But Fourier’s ideas

  regarding sexuality were not the worst of what was revealed. Newly released writings in which Fourier extended his theory of universal attraction from the natural world out to the planets and stars

  struck readers as literally insane. According to his cosmic scheme, discordance at one end of the universal scale reverberated like a sour note all the way to the other end. Thus, the frustration

  of natural desire caused by the strictures of modern civilization spread negative energy daily throughout the universe, throwing the planets out of sync and “poisoning” the moon. The

  liberating pleasures of phalanx life could reverse this process, however, and return the cosmos to its natural harmonic state. As phalanxes multiplied and human society evolved, the planet would

  achieve a state of such universal concord and joy that people would abandon their bodies en masse and rise up as spirits to the heavens.




  Perhaps it was true, as some suggested, that Fourier created these bizarre fantasies to bait his critics, or perhaps he thought they would entice and inspire his readers. Whatever the motive,

  this French concoction of the sublime and the ridiculous proved too rich for the American palate. One by one, the already financially strained phalanxes shriveled in the heat of national harassment

  and ridicule. At Brook Farm, the still-unfinished phalanstery burned down. Soon afterward, the community itself closed its doors, and the cadre of young men who had produced the Harbinger

  drifted to New York to take jobs with the city’s mainstream press.




  With the movement collapsed, architectural commissions for phalansteries were scarce in Ohio, and it became clear that Philip had to find some other way to survive. Thanks to his British mother,

  he spoke English fluently, and he adopted her family surname of Hubert — easier for Americans to pronounce than Gengembre. Soon, after marrying the daughter of another Anglo-French family

  in Cincinnati, Philip drifted into work as a French-language instructor and eventually founded his own school in Boston.




  In those years preceding the Civil War, Boston was alive with stimulating activity and progressive ideas. Hubert’s genteel upbringing, natural charm, and ability to converse “with

  keen intelligence and originality upon politics, social science, invention and literature” easily won him a place in that city’s intellectual circles. Like many of this group, Hubert

  was abstemious in his personal habits, maintaining a vegetarian diet and spending his free time sketching, writing and staging amateur theatricals, and tinkering with inventions. In time, he was

  offered an assistant professorship at Harvard, and he might have accepted had not a peculiar event interceded: the sale of the patent for one of his inventions — a “self-fastening

  button” — to the U.S. government for use on Union army uniforms. The payment of a staggering $120,000 made Hubert a wealthy man. Now he could create a future of his own devising —

  the life of practical action that he had planned for himself at age nineteen. He would return to New York, the dynamic city in the making that he had loved at first sight more than a decade before,

  start a new life as an architect, and literally help build the new, postwar society.




  Training would be needed. Hubert settled his wife and children in a townhouse on East Seventy-Ninth Street, in what were then the city’s semirural northern reaches alongside Central Park,

  and planned to make several extended trips to Europe to study architecture. But the city he encountered when he arrived with his family in 1865 had changed considerably from the one he’d

  first visited. The commercial wealth that was transforming Union Square in 1849 had been a mere preamble to the tidal wave of profits that rolled through the city during the Civil War — new

  wealth that turned grocers and cloth merchants into millionaires who demanded respect and a place in New York society. Clogging the streets with their fancy carriages and crowding the avenues with

  their brownstone mansions, they drove up prices for the rich as well as the poor. Financially outstripped, members of society’s Old Guard felt compelled to defend their positions, barring

  newcomers from buying season boxes in their beloved Academy of Music and producing an Elite Directory that listed only the New Yorkers of whom its dowagers

  approved.




  Twenty-Third Street became the front line in this battle between old money and new. Not so long ago, this district around Madison Square had been known for its farmlands and charming roadside

  inns; it was the site of the bucolic Chelsea Estate, whose scholarly owner, Clement Clarke Moore, had composed “A Visit from St. Nicholas” for his children on a sleigh ride home from

  the city one Christmas Eve. Now, as the city’s old-line aristocracy advanced north up Fifth Avenue toward Twenty-Third Street, a motley assortment of stock speculators, railroad magnates,

  politicians, and other members of the new order began assembling at the white-marble Fifth Avenue Hotel just to the north of Madison Square. In 1869, society ladies’ carriages lined

  Twenty-Third Street’s south side, while on its north side at Eighth Avenue rose the Grand Opera House, a glittering bauble of the infamous stock speculator Jay Gould and his partner, a former

  circus roustabout known as Gentleman Jim Fisk.




  “I worship in the synagogue of the libertines. You’d do the same if you only had the chance,” Fisk boasted, and many of this new breed of New Yorker could only agree. In

  wresting control of the Erie Railway away from old steamship magnate Cornelius Vanderbilt — one step in a plan to create a transportation monopoly from the Midwest to the East Coast —

  Gould and Fisk had done their part to usher in the new era of dog-eat-dog social Darwinism that was making kings of their young contemporaries Andrew Carnegie, John D. Rockefeller, and J. P.

  Morgan, among others. To win the necessary railroad shares, Gould and Fisk had had to grease the palms of countless New York state legislators and judges, and it was through this process that they

  learned what a powerful ally government could be.




  It was William “Boss” Tweed, the burly, red-haired leader of Tammany Hall and son of New York City’s notorious Seventh Ward, who delivered the bags of gold to the necessary

  protectors of the public interest on Gould and Fisk’s behalf. A quick study, a man with shrewd intelligence and a dominating nature, Tweed had worked out a system to harvest princely fortunes

  in kickbacks, and he’d used the system to good effect in such civic construction projects as the Brooklyn Bridge, the Metropolitan Museum of Art, Central Park, and the

  phenomenally opulent New York County Courthouse near City Hall. As his take from every carpenter, plasterer, ironworker, and antiques dealer increased from fifteen to thirty-five to sixty and even

  ninety cents of every city dollar spent, he was forced to partner up with an old friend from the neighborhood just to manage the increasingly complex system of kickbacks, payouts, and bribes. As it

  turned out, the new partner, Jimmy Ingersoll — a stoop-shouldered, bespectacled German-American chair-maker from the Bowery — was a genius at the job. A New York Times reporter

  would later marvel that under Ingersoll’s direction, “what had previously been but a bungling, imperfect system was soon reduced to a science.”




  Big Tweed and little Ingersoll, big Fisk and little Gould: the two pairs of partners — one in government, the other in finance — together robbed the city blind. What did it matter if

  one pair feasted on New Yorkers’ tax dollars and the other profited by bankrupting innocent investors? Everyone loved a winner. And the city won too; it got world-class monuments, donations

  to charitable causes, and titillating stories of Fisk’s fun-loving mistress, the corpulent Josie Mansfield, dancing the cancan on the Grand Opera House stage.




  Each time Hubert returned to New York from one of his trips abroad, the level of corruption in the city, and the consequent suffering of the downtown poor, seemed to have increased

  geometrically. In 1869, the Frenchman formed a partnership with architect James Pirsson, a piano maker’s son who shared Hubert’s love of the arts, and the two began designing their

  first private homes near Union Square. At the same time, the Ingersoll-Tweed partnership purchased a controlling interest in the prestigious design firm Pottier and Stymus — suppliers of

  fresco panels and silk-upholstered armchairs to rising members of the American plutocracy, including the state legislators Tweed continued to bribe. Ingersoll established himself as a respectable

  tradesman; he was no longer a humble chair-maker but a prestigious cabinetmaker, no longer Jimmy but James. He then secured his position in society by marrying Ida Ogilvie, twenty-three-year-old

  daughter of one of New York’s most venerable families, in a ceremony celebrated by the press as the “marriage of a seventh son of Mars.”




  A month after his wedding, Ingersoll purchased a block of seven city lots, with an adjoining townhouse at the rear, tucked between two churches on West Twenty-Third

  Street, half a block east of Fisk and Gould’s Grand Opera House. Like the theater-loving Fisk, Ingersoll saw his Twenty-Third Street purchase as a chance to express his creative vision

  — a design firm all his own, a temple to beauty even grander than Pottier and Stymus, where European artisans would fashion fabulous new interiors for America in French Renaissance, Pompeian,

  and Moorish styles. He commissioned the construction of a cast-iron palace and named the building the Excelsior, an apt reference to both the humble wood shavings of his craftsman’s

  profession and the social and professional transcendence he hoped to experience with the aid of the taxpayers of New York.




  It seemed unlikely that Hubert and Pirsson would ever require the services of such a designer. In the autumn of 1870, the architects began work on a home for indigent women far uptown, on

  Madison Avenue at Eighty-Ninth Street. Its benefactress, Caroline Talman, commissioned a small chapel to accompany the home. When invited to review the plans, Talman expressed enthusiasm for the

  simple Gothic Revival design with its uplifting arches, modest square tower, and olive-gray sandstone façade perfectly echoing the Arcadian design of nearby Central Park. The arrangement of

  elements conveyed a sense of serenity — just what she had envisioned for the beleaguered women in the home. The effect was deliberate, the architects told her. One of the great pleasures of

  their profession lay in framing an interior space to alter or influence its occupants’ mental state — in this case, to soothe their spirits and awaken their minds. During the months

  that followed, Talman visited the construction site to watch the chapel take shape, and her new friends took the time to show her the ways in which wood, stone, and other natural materials provided

  a healing moral resonance. Elements could be placed in a space like words were in a poem, they told her — an oval window, a small front garden, a mansard roof, even a Star of David over the

  door, representing Jesus’s Jewish heritage — sparking visceral associations that had an impact on occupants long after the architects were gone.




  For Talman, these visits served as a welcome counterbalance to the Gilded Age excesses pervading the city. The chapel was completed in the summer of 1871, the season when

  the fraudulent activities of the Tweed ring were finally exposed in the New York Times. With morbid fascination, New Yorkers read daily of woodworkers paid hundreds of thousands of dollars

  for improvements on buildings constructed of marble and iron; of thousands billed for repair work done on Sundays (when the buildings were closed); of an appropriation of more than $170,000 for

  chairs, which, at five dollars per chair, would have bought enough chairs to form a line seventeen miles long. In the fall, Tweed was arrested. Shortly after Tweed received a twelve-year prison

  sentence, Ingersoll was placed on trial; it took the jury only half an hour to convict him, but the partners’ imprisonment did not repay the forty-five million dollars in cash the city had

  lost, nor did it help with the city’s debt, which had increased from thirty to ninety million dollars over the previous four years. It would take decades to undo this damage. In the meantime,

  the city couldn’t pay its workers. The streets were gradually buried beneath mountains of uncollected garbage. Pavements went unrepaired. Crime soared, and New Yorkers began to wonder whether

  their great city would collapse before their eyes.




  For the first time since Hubert’s arrival in 1865, the city seemed in the mood for some soul-searching. In a manner virtually unprecedented in that deeply divided era, New Yorkers of all

  social strata began to come together in lecture halls — mechanics sitting next to bankers, clerks next to manufacturers — to ask how they could have become so dazzled by the

  city’s influx of riches that they failed to notice the thieves siphoning them off. In rueful hindsight, many now saw that wealth had instilled in the privileged classes a sense of insularity,

  and the poor had been too preoccupied keeping up with rising prices to give a thought to civic affairs. As a result, all together had allowed the economic and social fabric of their city to be torn

  to shreds.




  As the dimensions of the disaster gradually became clear, a strong feeling of nostalgia welled up in a number of prominent New York literary men, most notably those who had participated in the

  Brook Farm experiment three decades before. Charles Dana, editor of the New York Sun, repeated Fourier’s warning that a society that pitted each man against

  his neighbor would breed corruption as a matter of course. George William Curtis, a Harper’s Monthly columnist, recalled the joys of a community where every kind of person,

  “the ripest scholars, men and women of the most aesthetic culture and accomplishment, young farmers, seamstresses, mechanics, preachers — the industrious, the lazy, the conceited, the

  sentimental,” had lived together in harmony in those utopian years.




  In the pages of Horace Greeley’s New York Tribune and elsewhere, aging former phalanx members debated the true causes of the communities’ collapse and discussed how a new

  experiment might succeed. Greeley believed the collectives should have been more selective in admitting new members, weeding out the idle, the greedy, and the ignorant in order to thrive. John

  Noyes, still leader of the Oneida colony, declared that Fourier himself would have “utterly disowned” every one of the American experiments for being short on members as well as funds.

  An anonymous contributor to the New York Circular pointed out that it was difficult to attract hard-working individuals to rural phalanxes and recommended that collectives locate

  themselves in cities instead, with access to tools, ideas, and markets and the opportunity to take their place “at the front of the general march of improvement.”




  As for the overall prognosis for communal life, or “association,” Greeley concluded, “I shall be sorely disappointed if this Nineteenth Century does not witness its very

  general adoption as a means of reducing the cost and increasing the comfort of the poor man’s living. . . . I am convinced . . . that the Social Reformers are right on many points . . . and I

  deem Fourier — though in many respects erratic, mistaken, visionary — the most suggestive and practical among them.”




  In this strange atmosphere of discouragement and nostalgia, Hubert sensed the potential for profound change. The pendulum seemed poised between two futures — one characterized by greater

  competition, greed, and waste of human potential, and another more productive, just, and creative reality based on shared concern for the well-being of all. As the political shocks of 1871 slid

  into the record-breaking recession of 1873 — as overspeculation shut down the Stock Exchange, bankrupted businesses, and led to labor riots nationwide — Andrew

  Carnegie and other disciples of social Darwinism assured the public that these incidents were a necessary effect of the natural laws of the marketplace, that balance would be restored again and

  America would move forward. But perhaps, Hubert mused, it was time to give the pendulum a little push.




  The recession grew so severe in 1876 that construction in New York came to a standstill. Hubert and Pirsson shut down their office for the time being, and Hubert, now forty-six, retreated with

  his family to their Stamford, Connecticut, country home. It was hardly a sacrifice, now that his two grown sons were launched on their own careers and he could spend time writing plays for Marie,

  his stage-struck youngest child, to present at home with her friends. But amid the pleasant sociability of country life, the challenge of applying his own experience to the city’s needs

  teased at his inventor’s mind. Surely, as Greeley had suggested, the tools of association could remedy two of the most critical issues facing New York: the lack of affordable housing, and

  social isolation. As one anonymous pundit wrote in the New York trade journal Manufacturer and Builder, “Improve the physical conditions under which humanity exists, and humanity may

  be safely left to improve itself.”




  In 1879, as the recession waned, Hubert was ready to present a bold new proposition. In a privately published brochure, he pointed out the ways in which New Yorkers’ need to define their

  status by how and where they lived put them at a distinct disadvantage. With real estate prices rising, young couples were leaving the city so they wouldn’t have to start their married lives

  in cheap tenements or boarding houses. Middle-class families, priced out of private homes, tried to maintain appearances by buying into glamorously named apartment buildings located in expensive

  districts, unaware that developers, in order to lure them, had overspent on luxurious exteriors and lobbies and stinted on the apartments themselves. Even the wealthy felt compelled to lavish funds

  on enormous mansions with extensive staff, for appearance’s sake, although they spent much of each year abroad or at their country homes.




  It was not necessary to be victimized this way, Hubert wrote. By joining together to form a residential group or club, New Yorkers could buy their own land directly and

  commission the construction of their own shared building, eliminating the middlemen and redirecting the savings toward larger, higher-quality apartments. Restricting membership to others of their

  social standing would protect New Yorkers’ reputations even when they chose to live in less expensive neighborhoods. Once in residence, they would save even more money by splitting the

  expenses of maintenance and fuel, which would allow them to spend less time earning a living and more time with family and in other pursuits.




  Hubert structured his plan much like that of a Fourierist community. Just as in a utopian phalanx, his cozily named “Home Club Associations” would be set up as joint-stock

  corporations whose members would buy shares corresponding in number to the size of the apartments they wished to occupy. Later, if they chose to leave, they could sell the shares to new members and

  pocket any profits. Although Hubert was careful to disassociate himself from any political motive, insisting that these associations were mere business arrangements among families of

  “congenial tastes,” he expressed the hope that this type of cooperative ownership might serve as a first step toward bringing New Yorkers together in a new, creative way.




  His reassurances were effective. Demonstrating his plan with a prototype cooperative on unfashionable East Eightieth Street that was aimed at the population of underpaid office workers then

  pouring into the city, Hubert constructed a collection of eight light-filled modern apartments, each one large enough to accommodate a growing family. Equipped with every modern convenience, the

  apartments far outstripped in quality anything a clerk could ordinarily afford, yet each cost only $4,000, half the going price of other residences.




  Hubert’s intention had been to address the “poor man’s” comfort and needs, as Greeley had hoped — but as Fourier had predicted of his own utopian experiments,

  “merely by working with the poor class, we will attract the middle class, which will want to purchase shares and install itself in the place of the poor families” — and so it

  happened with this first home club. When less-well-off New Yorkers hesitated, suspicious of a deal that seemed too good to be true, families with more money rushed to invest.

  Reluctantly, the architect gave in to middle-class demand, but he later wrote of his deep frustration over this failure to solve one of the most crucial problems of the city’s working

  poor.




  To others, however, Hubert’s home-club idea seemed a great success, and his firm was besieged by demands to create more associations. With his partner Pirsson, Hubert drew up lists of

  subscribers and then began locating and designing buildings to their specifications. For Jared B. Flagg, a wealthy painter and real estate speculator with land on fashionable Fifty-Seventh Street,

  he created the Rembrandt, a home club for well-to-do artists, with luxurious eleven-room apartments connected to double-height studios — the city’s first duplexes. Next came the

  Hawthorne, a lodge-like cooperative with wood-beamed ceilings, on West Fifty-Ninth Street facing Central Park, and then the Hubert, the Milano, the Mount Morris, 80 Madison Avenue, and 121 Madison

  — all equipped with such inventions of Hubert’s as steam-heated bedsteads, machines to grind up kitchen waste, and outdoor sprinklers for the innovative roof gardens, which appealed to

  the city’s burgeoning professional class.




  New Yorkers took note of the high quality of these beautiful apartments, whose maintenance costs could even be paid with income from jointly owned rental units: Home Club shareholder-owners

  began receiving offers for their apartments at twice the original price before construction was even completed. Even the wealthy began to express interest, and in 1883, Hubert and Pirsson designed

  the “Versailles of cooperatives,” the Central Park Apartments. Eight palatial ten-story buildings, arranged in a large square around a landscaped central courtyard, provided wealthy

  residents with glorious views of Central Park and more space for entertaining than even the grandest private mansions in the city.




  All of these cooperatives were huge by 1880s building standards, occupying multiple lots and rising eight to ten stories when few New York City buildings were higher than five. As a result,

  within just a few years, Hubert’s home clubs began to alter the look of the city’s skyline to a noticeable degree. Politic as Hubert had been in his presentation of the benefits of

  cooperative living, the buildings’ multiple towers, peaked roofs, enormous bay windows, and outdoor galleries connecting apartments with one another powerfully

  expressed the potential social advantages of “the enlargement of home — the extension of family union beyond the little man-and-wife circle.” And yet, New Yorkers seemed to be

  missing the message. Even as association members applauded the economic benefits of cooperative living, they ignored the greater benefits of social interaction.




  Perhaps this was due to the fact that the economy had begun to roar ahead again, creating the usual collective amnesia regarding the mistakes and suffering of the past. Benefiting in the

  recession from lower prices and a desperate work force, the robber barons of the 1870s had consolidated their holdings almost beyond imagining. Carnegie’s network of steel mills was now

  nearly complete; Rockefeller’s Standard Oil Trust was on its way to becoming the largest industrial organization on earth; Gould, whose cross-country railways now extended ten thousand miles,

  had monopolized the telegraph industry and, most recently, set his sights on New York’s new elevated railroad lines. Annual investment returns in the United States had risen to 35 percent and

  higher, prompting British and European speculators to rush in like “sheep lined up . . . asking to be sheared,” in Gould’s apt phrase, and increasing the number of New York

  millionaires from four thousand to nearly forty thousand. New construction raced up Fifth Avenue; new palaces arose from St. Patrick’s Cathedral north to Central Park. The evidence was

  everywhere: the fittest had survived and thrived, the United States now led the way in humanity’s social evolution, and New York was ready to take its place as capital of the new world. Who

  needed cooperation when competition worked so well?




  But a city like this, one whose people looked only outward and never within, was headed for a nervous breakdown. Hubert could sympathize with old Herbert Spencer, longtime promoter of the idea

  of social Darwinism, who had interrupted a tribute at a Delmonico’s luncheon that year to growl that his wealthy hosts had gotten him and his theory seriously wrong. Contrary to their

  beliefs, he insisted, he “did not approve of the culture of American capitalism.” It was his opinion that “Americans were endangering their mental and physical health

  through overwork,” and all in pursuit of the dollar. “Life is not for learning, nor is life for working,” he ranted, “but learning and working are for

  life.”




  His hosts had chuckled indulgently. Of course life was for working — for amassing more treasure, building greater palaces, hosting more fancy balls.




  Something had to change. A new set of values had to be established, a new identity created. The city needed to begin its own conversation, to stop parroting the ideas and attitudes of

  the Old World. But no real, productive exchange of ideas was possible in a city whose people still stubbornly clung to only their own kind. As Charles Fourier had pointed out two generations

  earlier, only in diversity could a society thrive.




  The design for Hubert’s next home club would differ significantly from his earlier cooperatives. No longer would Hubert “earnestly protest against any socialistic union.” Nor

  would he reassure association members that only those of “congenial tastes” and “similar social and economic positions” need apply. Instead, he would aim for the liveliest

  and most varied population he could attract.




  Hubert and Pirsson’s offices were near Madison Square, now the point of convergence for the city’s theater, arts, and shopping districts, and, in one observer’s words,

  “socially the most interesting spot in the city.” Drawn to the electric streetlights on Broadway, hundreds of passengers descended nightly from the elevated railway stations to stroll

  past the elegant façades of the Fifth Avenue Hotel, the Hoffman House, and the Albemarle, where, it was often noted, Sarah Bernhardt had stayed for her 1880 New York debut. Stretching from

  Twenty-Third Street south along Sixth Avenue toward Union Square, a magnificent row of new stone and cast-iron department stores called the Ladies’ Mile provided New Yorkers with manufactured

  and imported luxuries unheard-of a generation before. The literary establishment met at the Lotos Club at Fifth Avenue and Twenty-First Street, not far from the National Academy of Design, whose

  striking façade, modeled after the Doge’s Palace in Venice, had attracted an assortment of the academy’s artist-members and students to its private studios. To the north, the

  cubbyhole offices and upright pianos of Tin Pan Alley churned out popular tunes for the masses, while only a few blocks beyond that to the northwest, the brothels and

  gambling dens of the Tenderloin satisfied the desires of many New York men.




  Of special interest to Hubert, a host of theaters had drifted to the district in the wake of the gentry’s migration uptown. On and around Twenty-Third Street, ladies and gentlemen of the

  city’s upper class could enjoy Shakespeare at Edwin Booth’s Temple of Dramatic Art, slapstick or melodrama at Henry Abbey’s Park Theatre, and French or German farces in the

  theaters of Lester Wallack and Augustin Daly; they could take their daughters to the exquisite Madison Square Theater, whose clergymen founders, the Mallory brothers, presented it as a bastion of

  “wholesome amusement.” Less savory entertainment was available at Koster and Bial’s German-style concert saloon; at the soon-to-be-completed Eden Musée wax museum; and,

  near the western end of the street, at Fisk and Gould’s old Grand Opera House, now presenting variety shows under an ever-changing series of producers.




  This was surely the most tolerant, cosmopolitan, and varied social mix to be found anywhere in the United States. Immersing oneself in the Babel of moaning beggars and hand-organ men, society

  swells and streetwalkers, theatergoers and policemen of West Twenty-Third Street, one truly experienced what it meant to be a New Yorker. A cooperative residence planted here was likely to attract

  certain kinds of residents — a group whose “congenial tastes” sprang not from their similar wealth, cultural backgrounds, or education but from their shared tastes for novelty,

  social interaction, intellectual stimulation, and creative work.




  Ordinarily, it would have been impossible to find a plot of land on this street that was large enough for the kind of cooperative that Hubert had in mind. But an old wound lay festering between

  two churches in the middle of the block between Seventh and Eighth Avenues, on the street’s south side — a gaping hole where the giant furniture empire conceived by Tweed bagman James

  Ingersoll had stood.




  It had been a dozen years since Ingersoll had seen his dream die on the front page of the Times. Yet who could forget the drama of autumn 1871, when the chair-maker from the tenements,

  newly married into high society and owner of a Fifth Avenue mansion, barely managed to complete his cast-iron temple to the craftsman’s art before he was placed under

  arrest? Those who had attended Ingersoll’s trial could still recall the remarkable stoicism with which he had endured the spotlight. The newspapers rebuked him for his serene demeanor,

  demanding that he display some public regret. But Ingersoll had hardly blinked, despite his bewildered old father’s repeated cries that his boy was “square,” until it came time

  for the sentencing. Then, when the judge berated him for bringing disgrace to his young wife, the Bowery chair-maker broke down in tears. Watching from the gallery, one observer remarked to a

  friend, “To me, that little, good-looking, insignificant chap, is only a tool.”




  In the years since, Tweed had died in prison, and Jim Fisk had been shot and killed at the Grand Central Hotel by his mistress’s new, younger lover. In 1875, Ingersoll was released early

  from Sing Sing in exchange for a full confession and financial restitution to the city rumored to be as high as one million dollars. Then, on a quiet Sunday evening in February of 1878, the

  Excelsior burned down. The fire, which began in a pile of lumber stored in the cellar, raced through the building and spread to the churches on either side, turning their steeples into columns of

  flame. As the conflagration sent one wall crashing to earth, then another, and finally the grand façade, the firemen struggled to hold back the hundreds of New Yorkers who packed the avenues

  watching the mammoth relic of the Tweed ring fall. Surely it was an act of divine retribution, many said.




  Philip Hubert’s father, an idealist in the old French manner, had never been able to abide the rampant corruption he encountered in the cities of his adopted United States. Shortly before

  his death, old Colomb had donated the plans for a new city hall building to the town of Allegheny, Pennsylvania — only to receive a friendly offer from a city official to cut him in on the

  graft when it was built. Colomb was so offended that he refused to speak English ever again, and he died, having kept that promise, less than a year later. But Philip had a different nature —

  less idealistic, more focused on results. That year, 1883, Hubert arranged through intermediaries for the purchase of the seven lots belonging to Ingersoll as well as the townhouse facing Twenty-Second Street to the rear. In exchange, the one-time cabinetmaker received $175,000. Hubert also signed over to him an apartment in the cooperative and

  membership in the association.




  After all, what good would it do to turn his back on Ingersoll, as his father would have done? Better to take this New York property, essentially stolen from the people, and return it to them in

  the form of a cooperative. Better to bring the sinner back into the fold. A corrupt society naturally corrupts the souls of those who live within it, Fourier had written. But when the environment

  is changed, the bonds of corruption are gradually loosened, and the original personality of the society returns. In Philip Hubert’s Chelsea Association Building, there would be all types of

  New Yorkers — the dark- and light-spirited, the shrewd and the innocent, the scarred and the pure. Every note on the keyboard had a tone to contribute; Ingersoll’s passion for beauty

  could be put to use decorating the Chelsea’s interior using the resources of the famed Pottier and Stymus, where he remained a silent partner.




  The Association building, 175 feet wide and 86 feet deep (as wide as the Brook Farm phalanstery but twice as deep and nearly four times as high), would consist of eighty apartments, which was

  the minimum number of households prescribed by Fourier for an experimental phalanx. Fifty would be occupied by association members. The remaining thirty would be rented to outsiders, providing both

  a diverse circulating population and additional income that, when combined with rents from six of the top-floor art studios and from the ground-floor shops, would cover the building’s

  maintenance costs.




  In the early stages, Fourier had written, seven-eighths of the members chosen for an association should be farmers and artisans, those who possessed the knowledge and experience needed to get a

  rural phalanx going. For this cooperative, on an island under massive construction, the closest equivalents were clearly the builders, contractors, and real estate developers then involved in the

  creative process of “growing” the city. It made sense, then, to create a central core for the Chelsea Association from a selection of these builders, who would literally construct and

  equip the Chelsea itself. As always, there were far more applicants for the home club than there were available openings, so finding suitable members was an easy matter.




  In his prospectus for the building, Hubert was pleased to report that the Chelsea Association’s building committee — developers including George Moore Smith, Samuel Loudon, Robert

  Buchanan, Louis Harrington, Robert Darragh, and others with “intimate knowledge of various apartment houses in this city” — took special pride in overseeing every detail of

  construction of this home they themselves would occupy, using only the best materials and applying their craft “with the utmost fidelity.” They demonstrated their pride in the

  Chelsea’s new type of fireproof roof by affixing to it a bronze plaque with the name of its patent holder, Tobias New of Brooklyn, and in their fervor to set an example in terms of

  fireproofing, they even voted down Hubert’s plan to install great wooden beams in the lobby like those at the Hawthorne. It was clear to them all that the act of creating their own home had

  contributed to a greater sense of cohesion than any previous home club had enjoyed — a promising beginning for the kind of creative communal life that Hubert had in mind.




  Once enough members with the knowledge and ability to take care of a phalanx’s material needs were assembled, Fourier had suggested, most of the remaining portion of its population should

  consist of scholars and artists, who could serve the community’s psychological and spiritual needs. The fifteen studios on the Chelsea’s top floor, each filled with light from

  north-facing windows ten feet square, ensured significant participation by artists, and a number of the city’s most promising young painters became association members or tenants. Set as the

  Chelsea was in the middle of the city’s arts district, it also drew the families of music or art students who would attend the nearby schools. Writers joined to take advantage of the

  Chelsea’s soundproof walls and inspiring views. And theater people active in the district, including the producer and impresario Henry E. Abbey and the actress Annie Russell, soon gravitated

  to its welcoming atmosphere.




  The remaining cooperative apartments and rental units would be filled with a diverse collection of young professionals and their families, retired couples, government

  officials, titled aristocrats, young newlyweds, bachelors and men about town, elderly gentlemen with offbeat hobbies or young second wives, wealthy widows, and a cadre of thirty resident immigrant

  Irish and German servants available on demand — all overseen by a “regency,” as Fourier had also recommended, consisting of the Chelsea Association’s wealthiest and most

  knowledgeable members. This first board of directors — the well-known financier William C. Spencer; Andrew J. Campbell, a former president of the Merchants and Traders’ Exchange; the

  real estate developer Thomas C. Brunt; and Louis Harrington, president of the construction company that had installed the Chelsea’s roof — would guide the cooperative through its early

  years until a more democratic process became practical.




  A population of such social diversity had never before lived under a single roof in New York. But a variety of backgrounds alone did not satisfy Hubert’s requirements for the Chelsea. To

  ensure as varied as possible an economic mix, he drew up plans for a range of apartment sizes and prices on each residential floor. Sweeping eight- to twelve-room flats, wrapping around each side

  of the building, with four or more bedrooms, libraries and salons, and full kitchens and pantries, would accommodate the wealthiest residents. Next to these, the architect placed more modest two-

  and three-bedroom apartments with well-proportioned parlors and charming bay windows or small front balconies, suitable for family life. Toward the building’s center, near the elevators, he

  designed simple four-room bachelors’ or spinsters’ quarters without kitchens that cost less than the working-class apartments of two years before. This range of sizes (from

  approximately 800 to 3,000 square feet) and prices (family apartments cost from $7,000 to $12,000, rentals from $41.67 to $250 per month) was unheard-of in a city where economic status effectively

  separated one class of citizen from another. Hubert saw to it, too, that owners and renters shared each floor to extend the mix of residents even further.




  Other aspects of the building were designed to facilitate the alternating rhythms of communal and private spaces that Fourier deemed necessary for a creative and productive life. The roof

  promenade, the dining rooms, the frescoed sitting room for the women and the billiards room for the men, corridors eight feet wide where residents could meet and linger

  comfortably in conversation, and a broad stairway serving as a kind of interior public street, all helped generate an atmosphere of conviviality. Yet ample provision had been made for privacy as

  well: the thick walls and soundproof floors made the apartments more like separate houses than ordinary New York flats, and dumbwaiters provided meals from the kitchen when residents wished to be

  alone.




  As always, Hubert’s work conveyed a kind of metaphorical power: the lobby fireplace with its carved figures served as a kind of campfire about which neighbors could gather, and the

  light-flooded staircase, adorned with flowers, served as a symbolic link between the social world at ground level and the solitary, spiritual life above. Inside the apartments, high ceilings and

  generous proportions instilled a sense of expansiveness and calm in the residents, yet curved walls and hidden recesses subverted this sensation, instilling a sense of mystery as well.




  Hubert had done what he could to build a framework in which to contain and concentrate the special variety and energy of this city. But the establishment of a residential cooperative, no matter

  how creative and no matter how innovative, was not sufficient for the purpose he had in mind. From the beginning of his life in New York, Hubert had dreamed of establishing a cooperative theater

  — a space to be used not for commercial entertainment, like the minstrel shows and farces filling the theaters of the Chelsea district, but for amateur writers and performers. In such a

  venue, New Yorkers could begin to present their own stories and examine their own lives, collaborating with professionals at times, in much the same way Fourier had planned for his phalanxes.




  It was the artists’ job, in fact, to seek out the words and images that could unite a population, the Fourierists believed. As millers turned grain into flour, so poets and composers

  transformed the currents of thought and feeling passing through a population into tangible narratives, allowing communities to understand themselves. Through this shared experience, a disparate

  group became a unified phalanx, strengthened and ready to evolve.




  In any case, a theater would provide welcome distraction for Hubert, whose beloved wife, Cornelia, had recently died, and for his actress-daughter, Marie. By the spring of

  1884, Hubert had convinced twelve wealthy colleagues to purchase shares in a small theater on Fourth Avenue between West Twenty-Third and Twenty-Fourth Streets, fewer than four blocks from the

  Chelsea. In mid-May, as the Chelsea Association Building entered its final stages of construction, Hubert began work on the Lyceum.




  The theater’s simple style — wood paneling with silver inlay, dark red carpet, and silk-lined walls — communicated Hubert’s vision for an intimate forum for creative New

  Yorkers. And it soon drew the attention of a quartet of young stage professionals employed at the family-friendly Madison Square. Franklin Sargent, a graduate of the Paris Conservatoire and former

  elocution teacher at Harvard; Gustave Frohman, son of a dry-goods peddler, in charge of organizing national tours for the Madison Square Theater’s more successful plays; David Belasco, a

  playwright and director recently arrived from San Francisco; and the fiery dramatist and handsome leading man Steele MacKaye had long talked of the need to create a forum for realistic plays about

  real American life, which was just what Hubert envisioned. In midsummer, they abandoned their former employers en masse to staff Hubert’s Lyceum. Hubert was soon persuaded to attach to the

  theater a professional drama school — the first of its kind in the country — whose students, trained in the natural style of the Delsarte method taught in Paris, could take part in the

  professional plays.




  Their goal was to create “a remarkable ensemble, with the dual aim of social community as well as the theatre proper,” Frohman told reporters. As would-be actors from all over the

  country flocked to the school, many attracted by the offer of a free education for those who couldn’t afford to pay, Hubert turned his attention back to the Chelsea Association Building, now

  complete in all but its final decorative touches.




  From the beginning, the firm of Pottier and Stymus had shown a special ability to express each client’s personal philosophy or vision, from the exotic reception rooms of the Vanderbilts to

  the gentleman’s libraries of Leland Stanford. Now, under Ingersoll’s direction, the firm applied its talents toward the expression of the American value of

  strength through diversity — the central, democratic ideal of Hubert’s Chelsea Association. Upstairs, individuality was celebrated in the form of custom-designed apartments for all

  association members: fireplace styles ranged from baroque white marble to late Gothic woodwork, and tile choices varied from Moorish mosaic to hand-molded William Morris to whimsical Minton

  creations in blue and white. Downstairs, the joys of community were expressed in the form of the laughing gargoyles and gilded fleurs-de-lis decorating the shared dining rooms and in the

  harmonizing images of nature depicted in etched-glass panels, stained-glass transoms, and the enormous Hudson River School paintings on the walls. Most delightful of all, and perhaps most

  significant, were the American sunflowers worked into the designs of the wrought-iron balconies — a response, perhaps, to Fourier’s own symbol of the artist in civilization, the flower

  known as the crown imperial, which had its blossoms hidden beneath its leaves. The flowers at the Chelsea expressed Hubert’s wish that the American artists in his cooperative hold their

  petals up to the sky.




  Together, all of these elements coalesced in a grand collage reflecting the mosaic of individuals who would soon move among them. Separately, no single feature — and perhaps none of the

  individuals — possessed any particular power. But together, they had the ability to nurture creativity and unfettered imagination. In its physical as well as its human design, the Chelsea

  Association Building, created by one of New York’s greatest idealists and built on land owned by one of its most notorious criminals, stood as a concrete demonstration of Fourier’s

  conviction that only in diversity could a society thrive — but that diversity had to be contained in a reliable structure for all voices to join in a fully harmonic song.




  If an architect’s challenge is to communicate truth without words, Hubert had succeeded at the task. Within weeks of the building’s completion, the utopian-minded architectural

  critic David Goodman Croly declared that the Chelsea demonstrated a fundamental change as New Yorkers became “more capable of organization, more sociable, more gregarious than before.”

  An anonymous editorialist for the New York Sun was inspired by the Chelsea to call for more architects to “build tremendous stairs for [the] brave one hundred; splendid cities with pillars and arcades; front doors as wide as those of a cathedral and as rich in carved tracery,” because, after all, “is not this what architects have

  long been looking for, this material and spiritual need for a new kind of building?” The Chelsea and other “living temples of humanity” offered limitless possibilities for

  improving urban life, concluded the writer. “We are clearly in the beginning of a new era.”




  On August 17, 1884 — the day the Times reported the arrest of Paula, mysterious story spinner of the downtown slums — Hubert signed over control of his Lyceum theater to

  Gustave Frohman, who would soon marry Hubert’s daughter, Marie. With the Chelsea nearly complete, it was time to prepare for the arrival of its founding residents. It was hard not to wish

  that Paula really could stay “with friends” at the Chelsea as she had claimed, but as Fourier had written, and as Greeley had concurred, it was impractical to open the doors to these

  neediest outsiders until the community had had time to establish itself. Who knew if she would ever be allowed inside? Hubert was no oracle. But as an architect, he had placed a frame around a

  space, arranged patterns to inspire certain thoughts, and pointed to the correspondences that could, if perceived, nourish growth.




  It was a good sign, though, that when the man from the exclusive Elite Directory turned up to gather the names of the Chelsea’s more distinguished occupants for its listings, he

  was given a single response: “Refused.”




  







  
2




  [image: ]




  THE COAST OF BOHEMIA




  

    “I’m going to show you where I live, where I dream.”




    —WILLIAM DEAN HOWELLS,
The Coast of Bohemia


  




  In all his visits to New York, William Dean Howells had never encountered a residence like the Chelsea Association Building, and in his search for a

  permanent home in the city, he thought he had seen everything. For months, the stout novelist from Boston and his tiny wife, Elinor, had scoured the unfamiliar city streets inspecting every kind of

  dwelling, from fourth-floor walkups to lavish apartment buildings overlooking Central Park. By the spring of 1888, they understood that there were a great variety of ways to live in New York

  — all of them expensive, naturally — but they had still found nothing to suit their needs. When their Greenwich Village sublet expired in April, they took an

  acquaintance up on the suggestion to try life at the Chelsea for a month or so and continue their quest from there.




  At “ten stories high, and housing six hundred people,” Howells wrote to his father in Ohio, this enormous edifice exceeded in size even the pretentious limestone piles uptown —

  though at least its décor proved more pleasing, leaning more toward William Morris than the exotic aesthetic of Oscar Wilde. The numerous public rooms gave the Chelsea the convivial feel of

  a resort hotel, and it had a similarly diverse population. But there was an intriguing “workshop” atmosphere in the building as well, thanks to its location in what passed for this

  city’s arts district. Walking through the lobby, the Howellses were likely to spot the journalist-turned-playwright Bronson Howard deep in conversation with the actress Annie Russell; or

  Gustave Frohman and his brothers Charles and Daniel, who were making quite a name for themselves at the Lyceum theater, waiting to be joined by Gustave’s wife, Marie. Frequently, the sounds

  of sopranos and pianos drifted down the stairs. Even the soundproof study in the Howellses’ four-room suite seemed specially designed for a writer like himself.




  Nowhere else in New York did one encounter this mix of domestic and artistic life, with meals in particular less like the solemn ceremonies in the city’s better hotels and more like the

  lively repasts at the Lotos Club. An imported French chef provided excellent cuisine, a musical trio serenaded the diners, and plenty of gossip about the residents was passed from one table to the

  next. One soon learned that Mrs. Blake, the comely young stockbroker’s wife, had been a comic-opera singer before her marriage; that William Damon, head of Tiffany and Company’s credit

  department, maintained several enormous saltwater aquaria in his rooms; that the elderly John Ellis, an obsessive promoter of the benefits of homeopathy, had made his fortune by inventing the

  machine lubricant Valvoline; and that William Tilden, dissolute heir to a millionaire varnish manufacturer, had been sued for embezzling his brother’s share of their father’s

  estate.




  It was, in short, the kind of brash, modern assemblage that Howells’s close friend Samuel Clemens most enjoyed — and the type of crowd that most

  appreciated Clemens in his public persona as Mark Twain. All spring, Clemens had been ducking in and out of New York, tending to an ever-proliferating assortment of failing businesses and reckless

  investments. The Howellses looked forward to his presence here beneath the laughing gargoyles of the Chelsea’s dining rooms, where he could be counted on to entertain them with his war

  stories about the New York theater — his works having inspired a rather startling series of flops — and to tantalize them with tidbits from his novel in progress A Connecticut

  Yankee in King Arthur’s Court. Fascinated as he was by the workings of all types of systems, Clemens would enjoy pumping the august members of the Chelsea’s board for an accounting

  of the cooperative’s savings in shared expenses and rumored overruns in construction costs. He would be curious to know their opinion of city leaders’ decision, the year following the

  Chelsea’s completion, to outlaw such mammoth residential buildings in the future — reportedly due to fire and health concerns, though one might speculate that fear of socialist

  incursion also played a role.




  This last topic was off-limits for Howells, who, in truth, could never feel fully at ease in any residence that used the term association, no matter how charming and comfortable the

  environment was. Unlike Clemens, he and his wife had been scarred by the previous generation’s radical experiments: Howells’s father, a Swedenborgian, had attempted in vain to create a

  utopian community in Ohio, and Elinor’s mother had been implicated in a free-love scandal at the infamous Oneida colony, which was led by Elinor’s uncle John Noyes. As a result, the

  couple shared a mild but chronic anxiety about keeping up appearances, despite their loyalty to their parents’ ideals.




  Somehow, the city of New York had always managed to heighten this tension for Howells, beginning with his first visit as a young Ohio journalist nearly three decades before. That train trip east

  had been Howells’s reward to himself for the sale of several poems to the prestigious Atlantic Monthly, and during a stop in Cambridge, Massachusetts, he had had the extraordinary

  good fortune to meet and even impress that magazine’s editor, James T. Fields, as well as Fields’s august associates James Russell Lowell and Oliver Wendell Holmes. Moving on to New York, the neophyte writer had discovered quite a different society at the offices of the New York Press, where a morning meeting with the publisher

  Henry Clapp had led to an impromptu field trip to Pfaff’s Beer Cellar on lower Broadway.




  Howells didn’t need to be told of Pfaff’s status as headquarters for New York’s tiny but resolute bohemian population. The cellar’s reputation as a gathering place for

  “unwed mothers and unaccomplished poets” had already traveled as far as Ohio. It was no surprise, then, that the bookish Midwesterner was able to tolerate the vulgar atmosphere for only

  a few minutes — long enough to endure the howls of derision when he announced that he’d just been to Cambridge — before heading for the door. But further discomfort awaited him,

  as, on the way out, Howells encountered a roughly dressed, bearded man sitting alone at a corner table, instantly recognizable as the poet Walt Whitman, whose celebration of the body electric,

  Leaves of Grass, Howells had self-righteously rejected in a recent review.




  It was one thing for a provincial twenty-three-year-old to parrot in his hometown newspaper the opinions of James Lowell, who had famously dismissed Whitman as a “friend of cab

  drivers.” It was another for him to have to accept the mature poet’s warm, gentle handshake and suffer the agony of his forgiving gaze. Ever since, a vestige of that uncomfortable

  moment had subtly colored all of Howells’s relations with New York. Through the decades that followed, as he met and married Elinor, joined the Atlantic Monthly as Fields’s

  assistant, and worked his way up to the position of editor of that most influential magazine, the struggle had continued between Howells’s desire to meet his employers’ lofty literary

  expectations and his own growing urge to represent, as writer and editor, the “real” America beyond Boston’s borders.




  That urge was irresistible. Along with his two closest friends, the meticulous young Henry James and the hell-raising Twain, Howells had created an arsenal of realist fiction that aimed to stop

  Americans from looking at themselves through the wrong end of Europe’s “confounded literary telescope” and make them appreciate themselves for what they actually were. With each

  passing year, Howells’s genial small-town novels grew in popularity, and his New England mentors’ disapproval deepened over the sentimental attitudes,

  ungrammatical language, and other vulgarities he introduced in his fiction and in their magazine. Lowell, appalled by Howells’s mass appeal as well as his fattening bank account, took to

  caricaturing him privately to colleagues as a self-satisfied mediocrity, “plump and with ease shining out of his eyes.” Howells’s struggle to satisfy his Cambridge

  employers’ “mysterious prejudices and lofty reservations” created such tension that in 1881, the writer succumbed to a nervous breakdown, and as a birthday present to himself, he

  resigned from the Atlantic. He then went on to produce The Rise of Silas Lapham, the quintessentially American story of an ordinary businessman forced to choose between his wealth

  and his moral integrity, which became Howells’s most affecting and best-selling novel thus far.




  J. W. Harper, publisher of Harper’s Monthly in New York, took note of how honestly Howells spoke to the conflicts and emotions experienced by ordinary Americans. Convinced that

  such an immensely popular author was far better suited to his widely read publication than to the small and elite Atlantic, Harper offered Howells a column in his magazine, along with the

  promise that he would serialize and publish one novel of his per year.




  Howells’s acceptance of the offer was trumpeted in New York as a cultural coup — a passing of the baton from the old America to the new — and the size of his compensation was

  celebrated in the city’s newspapers to an unseemly degree. The old uneasiness resurfaced as Howells saw the literary profession treated not as a calling, as it was in Boston, but as a

  business on par with haberdasheries and shoe stores. But New York City now boasted half the nation’s major publishing houses and had more theaters per citizen than any other American city, so

  the transfer of power from Boston to New York was inevitable. New York’s commercial values were spreading throughout the nation, and, in fact, this city’s focus on profits at the

  expense of the general population’s well-being and the barrier that created between rich and poor was the theme he most wanted to explore.




  There was rich material for such fiction in mid-1880s New York, with Jay Gould boasting that, if necessary, he could “hire one half of the working class to kill the

  other half”; the anarchist Johann Most distributing bomb-making instruction booklets to the unruly residents of the Lower East Side; and a streetcar workers’ strike erupting in violence

  between laborers and police. In the spring of 1886, as Howells, still in Boston, initiated his column for Harper’s, New York’s streets filled with marching workers shouting,

  “Hi! Ho! The leeches must go!” in support of the United Labor Party’s mayoral candidate, Henry George — whose largest backer, Philip Hubert, put the profits from his New

  York cooperatives at the disposal of the campaign.




  Inspired by these events to focus on the plight of American factory workers in his next novel, Howells took a research trip with Elinor to the textile mills of Lowell, Massachusetts, and was

  shocked by the sight of so many undernourished young girls laboring amid clouds of cotton fiber and risking mangling by the machines. Even as he reflected on the unfairness of a society in which

  his own two daughters published poems and anticipated their debuts while other girls were robbed of their health and education, news came of related trouble in Chicago. According to reports, a May

  Day strike for an eight-hour workday had taken a tragic turn when someone threw a bomb into a crowd at Haymarket Square, causing police to open fire and ending in the deaths of nearly a dozen

  people. No one could identify the bomb thrower, but Chicago’s industrialists, eager to punish the strikers, demanded retribution. Within days, police rounded up and jailed eight suspected

  anarchists, despite the lack of any evidence linking them to the crime.




  Back in Boston, Howells followed the trial’s progress with increasing outrage as the judge instructed the jury to find the defendants guilty if they had even condoned violence for

  any reason and regardless of whether they had committed it. The trial ended with convictions for all eight men and with death sentences for seven — solely for their political opinions.

  Howells pointed out that on these grounds, every one of his abolitionist friends would have been sent to the gallows. Yet when he asked these same friends to sign a petition on the convicted

  men’s behalf, none would — not James Lowell, not the Brook Farm alumnus George Curtis, not even Mark Twain. Instead, Howells was served with a curt reminder from his Harper’s Monthly editor that any public statement about the trial would put his job at risk.




  Badly shaken by these events, the Howellses pondered what, in light of recent circumstances, they should do. One thing was certain: Boston lay behind them. Both felt compelled by their encounter

  with the millworkers — and by their recent reading of Tolstoy — toward a life of social activism. But much as Howells admired the Russian novelist’s advice to give up the life of

  selfish exploitation and “share the labor of the peasants,” he admitted to a friend that he couldn’t bring himself to go that far, “seeing that I’m now fifty, awkward,

  and fat.” What he and Elinor would like to do, Howells wrote to his sister, was settle somewhere “very humbly and simply, where we could be socially identified with the principles of

  progress and sympathy for the struggling mass.” Howells increasingly suspected, like Philip Hubert and numerous Fourierists had before him, that the cities provided not only the greatest need

  for social change but the greatest opportunity for realizing it in some way. It was time not just to draw a paycheck from the New York magazines, the Howellses decided, but to go to New York and

  mingle with the masses themselves.




  Now, of course, after so many months of house-hunting, the couple understood how difficult it was to establish a humble and simple life in this city while maintaining the veneer of propriety

  they craved. As they were looking, though, they had found it liberating to immerse themselves in New York’s milling crowds, tour the enormous department stores, and marvel at the new elevated

  railway. The last was an abomination, as the clattering, sparking, steam-spewing trains roared scant feet past the windows of private homes and apartments, yet it was undeniably the “most

  beautiful thing in New York,” Howells admitted, “the one and always and certainly beautiful thing here.” He particularly loved the way the rail lines connected neighborhoods that

  had existed in virtual isolation for decades due to chronically clogged traffic and long travel times between districts. Riding the trains at night, speeding past blocks of working-class

  apartments, the novelist feasted on the moments of fleeting intimacy with their occupants. “It was better than the theater . . . to see those people through their windows,” he wrote,

  “a woman sewing by a lamp; a mother laying her child in its cradle; a man with his head fallen on his hands upon a table.” Surely, in this new proximity, in this

  continuous performance, lay the potential for a new kind of human connection between classes that had been divided through no fault of their own.




  To some degree, the Chelsea, this vast caravansary into which they had stumbled, seemed to hold out the promise of social proximity of a similar kind. Twenty years ago, for example, who could

  have imagined seeing Reverend George Hepworth of the shattering anti-Tweed “God and Mammon” sermons of the 1870s exchanging neighborly nods with the nephew of the recently deceased

  thief James Ingersoll? Who would have believed that the sculptor and philanthropist J. Sanford Saltus, heir to a steel-company fortune, would share a New York address with the Dunlap Hat

  Company’s head hatter? And where else in New York could Laura Sedgwick Collins, one of the Lyceum School’s prized pupils, have the opportunity to recite poetry to theater professionals

  in a rooftop garden, perhaps furthering her career?




  Through his friendship with Elinor’s brother, the sculptor Larkin Mead, Howells had developed a special fondness for visual artists and enjoyed spending time in their studios. At the

  Chelsea, he encountered Charles Melville Dewey, a gregarious landscape painter well known in Boston who rented a top-floor apartment-studio with his young bride, fellow artist Julia Henshaw, for

  forty-two dollars a month. A farmer’s son from Lowville, New York, Dewey had paid for his New York art education by doing janitorial work, eventually saving enough money to travel to Paris to

  study academic portraiture alongside a future master of the genre, John Singer Sargent. But his imagination was captured by the luminous rural landscapes of Corot and others of the Barbizon school,

  whose misty images of peasants tending their fields cut to the essence of his own feelings about the integrating effect of nature on the human spirit — an effect he wanted to reproduce in

  America.




  Returning to New York, Dewey had opened his own studio to experiment with these borrowed methods, producing such evocative American landscapes as A Pool in the Meadows and Evening

  Glow. By the early 1880s, thanks largely to his efforts, he and other like-minded members of the Society of American Artists had begun to make inroads with a few

  collectors. Now, at the weekly dinner parties held in the Deweys’ art-filled Chelsea suite, Howells got to know several of the practitioners of what came to be called American tonalism,

  including the big, good-looking Irish-American John Francis Murphy, another impoverished farmer’s son inspired by youthful readings of Emerson and Thoreau, and Frank Knox Morton Rehn, the

  wealthy son of a prominent Philadelphia Quaker family, who specialized in moody seascapes in a defiantly “pure American” style. All three of these men were dedicated proselytizers,

  whipping up enthusiasm for American art not only at Dewey’s dinners but through exhibitions at the Lotos Club, where they hung their works alongside similar European paintings to convince

  viewers of their legitimacy.




  It was encouraging, too, to witness the camaraderie developing among the drama, art, and music students who gathered for Sunday tea in the richly adorned parlors of their parents’ Chelsea

  suites. Chatting enthusiastically about pictures, books, and plays, these young people from small towns across America were drawn together like planets responding to a gravitational force. It

  amused Howells to listen to their grand schemes for improving the lives of the poor by frescoing their tenement walls and commissioning wagons to transport poor children to Central Park, but he

  wished they would turn more of their attention as artists toward recording the fascinating particulars of city life. Some young writers did. In his role as presiding, if presently embattled, dean

  of American letters, Howells occasionally came across one or another of the city’s penniless novelists holed up in a boarding house surrounded by “small dressmakers and the stuffers of

  birds,” as the novelist Edith Wharton would later describe them. Dining with these young men in the cheap Italian restaurants they frequented downtown, Howells found them an odd assortment

  — admirably cognizant of the literary value of the Lower East Side pushcart peddler and the old Irish sheet-music seller occupying a corner in Washington Square but too preoccupied in their

  isolation with their own narrow interests and lacking any larger ideals or literary aims. If the idealists and the realists could be brought together, the friction created

  might produce real literary heat.




  Perhaps, though, Howells was simply too much under the influence of the book he had just reviewed for Harper’s — a futuristic fantasy called Looking Backward by

  Edward Bellamy, a Massachusetts journalist and one of Howells’s protégés. It was remarkable, in fact, how closely life at the Chelsea resembled the idyllic communal society

  discovered by Bellamy’s protagonist, a well-off young Bostonian named Julian West who falls asleep one night in 1887 and wakes up, magically, in the year 2000. In his ordinary life in

  anxious, competitive, money-dominated, nineteenth-century America, West had been accustomed to seeing members of the gentry lie and steal in order to rise in society, workers threaten violence to

  force a raise in pay, and women essentially sell themselves into marriage for the sake of economic security. But in the Boston of 2000, West found that these social ills had vanished, thanks to the

  government’s taking over the nation’s industries and resources and distributing the bounty equally among all citizens.




  As with the Chelsea Association’s cooperative system, the United States of the future was able to keep expenses down through the elimination of brokers, retailers, and other middlemen and

  by directing the money saved toward improvements for the lives of all. With everyone in the work force, no individual needed to labor more than twenty years. Strolling through this future

  metropolis, with its clean streets, modern technology, shared public buildings, and healthy, smiling population, West reflected in the novel, “Surely I had never seen this city nor one

  comparable to it before.” What ease and comfort were created when all people joined together to provide for everyone’s needs.




  Reading the loose proofs, Howells found himself so transported by this “allegorical romance,” he admitted in his Harper’s column that he questioned his own allegiance

  to the cause of realistic fiction. None of his own novels possessed the inspirational power of this fable, fantastic in content but related in plain, matter-of-fact journalistic style.

  Bellamy’s vision jolted Howells so effectively out of his habitual ways of thinking, in fact, that it was difficult to shake off the effects: exiting the Chelsea

  cooperative onto West Twenty-Third Street, he experienced the same type of culture shock West felt when he returned to the era of his birth. Strolling among the theater district’s gentlemen

  and beggars, opera singers and prostitutes — each person’s role determined by a toss of destiny’s dice — one understood the full truth of Bellamy’s metaphor of society

  as an enormous coach being pulled with great effort by the masses of humanity while atop the coach rode the fortunate wealthy few. The seats at the top were comfortable, Bellamy had written, and

  the competition for them was high. But comfortable as they were, “the seats were very insecure, and at every sudden jolt of the coach persons were slipping out of them and falling to the

  ground, where they were instantly compelled to take hold of the rope and help to drag the coach on which they had before ridden so pleasantly.”




  Bellamy’s Looking Backward became one of the best-selling books of the century, outsold only by Uncle Tom’s Cabin and the Bible. Howells was astonished to see how

  easily such a “dose of undiluted socialism” could be “gulped down by some of the most vigilant opponents of that theory” when it was presented in “the sugar-coated

  form of a dream.” Here was the opportunity he had been seeking, he wrote to his former protégé from the seaside cottage where he and his family vacationed that summer, to open

  Americans’ eyes to the inequities of the times and to begin to create real social change. Throughout the following year, as the Howellses finally chose a home in New York — not at the

  Chelsea, as Howells had expected, but in a respectable brownstone of which Elinor approved — the two novelists conspired to turn fantasy into reality, promoting the proliferation of Bellamy

  clubs across the nation and the creation of a progressive new Nationalist Party to replace the corporation-toadying Republicans and Democrats, who, Twain liked to brag, sold their allegiance at

  “higher prices than anywhere in the world.”
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