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Carmel Snow, who changed the course of our culture by launching the careers of some of today’s greatest figures in fashion and the arts, was one of the most extraordinary women of the twentieth century. As editor in chief of Harper’s Bazaar from 1934 to 1958 she championed the concept of a magazine for “welldressed women with well-dressed minds,” bringing cutting-edge art, fiction, photography, and reportage into the American home.


Now comes A Dash of Daring, a first and definitive biography of this larger-than-life figure in publishing, art, and letters. Veteran magazine journalist Penelope Rowlands describes the remarkable places Snow frequented and the people whose lives she transformed, among them Richard Avedon, Diana Vreeland, Geoffrey Beene, Henri Cartier- Bresson, Cristóbal Balenciaga, Lauren Bacall, and Truman Capote.


She chronicles Snow’s life on both sides of the Atlantic, beginning in nineteenth-century Ireland and continuing to Paris, Milan, and New York City, the fashion capitals of the world.


Snow was the daughter of an Irish immigrant, who was herself a forward-thinking businesswoman, and she worked in her mother’s custom dressmaking shop before being discovered by the magazine publisher Condé Nast and training under Edna Woolman Chase, the famous longtime editor of Vogue. From there it was on to Harper’s Bazaar which, with the help of such key employees as Avedon, Vreeland, and art director Alexey Brodovitch, Snow turned into the most admired magazine of the century. Among the disparate talents who worked at Bazaar in the Snow era were Andy Warhol, the heiress Doris Duke, Maeve Brennan, and members of the storied Algonquin Round Table.


Overflowing with previously untold stories of the colorful and glamorous, A Dash of Daring is a compelling portrait of the fashion world during golden era.




“[Carmel Snow’s] mandate went way beyond fashion.
As she so famously said, it was to produce a magazine
’for well-dressed women with well-dressed minds.’”
-Penelope Rowlands, from the text
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Carmel Snow taught me everything I know.”
-Richard Avedon


”[A Dash of Daring is] Penelope Rowlands’s wonderful new biography.”
-Anna Wintour, editor in chief, Vogue
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PENELOPE ROWLANDS is a journalist who has contributed to numerous magazines, including Vogue, Architectural Digest, The New York Times Magazine, and ART news from both the United States and France. She now lives in Princeton, New Jersey.
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Watercolor of Carmel Snow by Marcel Vertès, inscribed “To Mrs Snow of my heart,” 1937 Courtesy of Gillette Piper
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Elegance is good taste,
plus a dash of daring.
— CARMEL SNOW
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Carmel Snow with Louise Dahl-Wolfe and model Dorian Leigh at the Paris studio of Harper’s Bazaar, 1953





preface



I was on one of my first jobs on Seventh Avenue. The company was called Harmay. It was very inexpensive: dresses cost a couple of hundred dollars or so. Every designer was put in the back room, not brought out to the showroom.


I was a great fan of Mrs. Snow’s and I’d invited her to the collection. She was my first idol. She made up her own mind about everything; she was a woman of her own beliefs. I had nothing but admiration for that.


Surprisingly enough, she came. I wasn’t allowed in the showroom; I had to watch from a peephole in the back. When she arrived, I was overwhelmed. I was so flattered that a woman so knowledgeable would come to my show. I was thrilled to death.


She had a way of having a couple of martinis with lunch, then falling asleep halfway through the show. I saw she was snoozing. I thought she was bored, but then in the September 1955 issue of Harper’s Bazaar, a belted jersey suit of mine opened the magazine. It was one of the most thrilling moments of my life.


They didn’t give me credit, but they didn’t give anyone credit then. It was a simple suit with a jersey Peter Pan collar, buttons down the front, and two big pockets. It was neat and simple and she chose it. It was the catalyst that lit the fire of better things.


I don’t know if she’d heard that there was a new designer at Harmay who was worth watching. My clothes were not in the best stores. I don’t know how she got wind of it, but I’m so grateful for it. I never question good things. I was so in the background then that I never questioned anything, but I was thrilled to death. It helped create the fever; that’s all I can say. Otherwise, I might never have become known.


People began to make something mythical of Mrs. Snow and that myth remains. She was a goddess to me.


My life has changed since that first encounter. I can now go into the showroom.


—GEOFFREY BEENE


IN FACT, THE SUIT COST ninety dollars and, thanks to the keen eye of magazine editor Carmel Snow, who saw a gem glinting among the offerings of a lackluster fashion house, it did end up in one of New York’s finer stores, Henri Bendel. Its publication in Harper’s Bazaar gave its twenty-seven-year-old designer, Geoffrey Beene, the jolt of confidence—not to mention the impressive tear sheet—he needed to jump-start his career. Before long, in the way things tended to happen when Carmel was around, the young man who had been forbidden to leave Harmay’s back room was on his way to becoming one of the most revered names in American fashion.
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The suit (left) that launched a career: Geoffrey Beene for Harmay, Harper’s Bazaar, September 1955


Many lives were similarly transformed by encounters with the slight, impeccably dressed Irishwoman—a revolutionary in a pillbox hat—who edited Harper’s Bazaar for a quarter of a century, from the early 1930s to the mid-1950s. Some of these encounters were glancing, such as the life-changing moment recounted above; others took the form of deep, unswerving friendship. Many people Carmel helped along have become so well known that their last names alone suffice—Vreeland, Avedon, Capote, Steichen, Warhol, Bacall, Cartier-Bresson, and more. And such golden fashion names as Dior and, most crucially, Balenciaga—both houses that are still reinventing themselves, with great success today—owe some of their staying power to the passionate patronage of the woman whom just about everyone knew as Mrs. Snow.


“She was a genius at picking other people of genius,” as one of her nieces, Kate White, puts it. She was tiny and alert, almost frighteningly observant. If she thought you had talent—and she could sniff it out as quickly and unerringly as a trained dog routs out a truffle—she would open the world to you. The famous fashion photographer Louise Dahl-Wolfe, who called her “the magic Carmel Snow” and “the greatest magazine editor ever,” credited the preeminence of Harper’s Bazaar in her time to the way Snow had of keeping her contributors on a very long leash. No leash, actually. “She trusted her editors and artists completely, and fought commercial interests to produce a magazine of quality.”


Even today, people in fashion all over the world speak of her with reverence. They may laugh at her foibles now; they may have fallen victim to her legendary toughness then; but they can’t deny the extraordinary scope of her influence. And, besides, she was fun, with a wicked sense of humor.


Her mandate went way beyond fashion. As she so famously said, it was to produce a magazine “for well-dressed women with well-dressed minds.” Decades after her death, Carmel Snow’s fingerprints are everywhere: on photography, literature, art, design. She worshipped “top quality”—words she repeated like a mantra all her life—in whatever form she found it, and she brought it to her pages in many guises, month after month. She cased the world constantly, as fashion editors do, looking for the new, the next, the best. But she netted more than just amazing clothes (while, of course, doing that, too). Her Harper’s Bazaar fearlessly tossed together the ingredients of its time, among them fashion, of course, but also distant cultures, surrealism and other art movements, social reform, even war.


Readers might have come to the magazine from deep in America; they might have retrieved their copies from mailboxes at the end of long, rural driveways or from newsstands in far-flung cities, but what they found within it—fashions by Elsa Schiaparelli, drawings by Jean Cocteau, interiors by Jean-Michel Frank—was always provocative and new. Can the editor of a fashion magazine be said to have brought the best of modern art and design to our shores? I’ll dare that statement here. And eye-opening fiction, as well. As Jessica Daves, a long-ago editor of Vogue—Harper’s Bazaar’s greatest rival—put it:


Towards the end of the 1930s the Bazaar began also to publish fiction from some of the most noticed writers of the day, and developed as a magazine for young intellectuals looking for the next step in writing, as well as for ladies knowledgeable about fashion.



And, crucially, this vision wasn’t just wrapped up and delivered to New York and Los Angeles; it went inland to the harder markets: Cheyenne, Omaha, St. Paul.


In the decades since her death, Carmel Snow’s reputation has remained undiminished in the fashion world. But for the general public, she’s fanned out toward the horizon, almost vanishing from view. Years have gone by, but she needs to be brought back for our consideration once more. For, working steadily behind the scenes, with great joy and humor, she played a part—an essential one—in shaping our world.
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Annie Mayne White





 1 chippendale and cottage



Out of Ireland we came . . .


—W. B. YEATS


“IT COULD BE HAPPENING” is the time-honored way that Irish stories begin, and the story of Carmel Snow, who just may have been the greatest fashion editor ever, begins in a way that is about as Irish as any story could possibly get—at least one that played out in New York and, crucially, in Paris, far more extensively than in Ireland. It could be happening that in Dalkey, a coastal village eight miles southeast of Dublin, one evening in 1887—August 27, to be exact—labor pains caused a respectable matron named Annie White to rise up, as majestic as an ocean liner, from the table where a convivial, family-packed dinner party was taking place.


Dressed in one of the tentlike, floor-length gowns of the day, her habitual train sweeping behind her, this huge-breasted, amply built woman climbed into a waiting carriage, her youthful-looking husband, Peter White, in tow, and headed home to Saint Justin’s, their large house overlooking the slate-blue Dublin Bay, where she gave birth to a spritelike creature, their third child and younger daughter, whom the couple piously named for Our Lady of Mount Carmel. The infant was baptized a week later at the Church of the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary in Dalkey, a tiny, picturesque town that would be later known for its artistic inhabitants, James Joyce and George Bernard Shaw among them, but was then a fairly sleepy place, ancient in origin, and home to not just one castle but two.
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Peter White with his son Tom, c. 1885


The child’s earliest years were spent in a constellation of six children in an atmosphere that a relative described as “both Chippendale and cottage.” Carmel’s parents had married in September 1883, in yet another Dublin suburb, Rath-mines. Their union had been quickly blessed with a child—Tom was born just over a year later—and from then on others arrived in quick succession. Christine Mary came next, in July 1886, and then Carmel, whose middle name was also Mary, the following summer. Three other children—Peter Desmond (known as Desmond), Victor Gerald, and James—followed, all of them male and spaced about a year apart. The last was born in 1892.


Annie White’s branch of the family was the more prominent one—“Chippendale,” if you will; her father was a prosperous merchant named Thomas Mayne who later served as a member of Parliament for eighteen years. Peter White’s side, the “cottage” one, was literally more down to earth: his late father, also named Thomas, had been a farmer. From both directions, the children were inescapably Irish—never an uncomplicated thing to be.
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Christine (left), Carmel, and Tom White in the 1880s


Ireland had been a “lordship” of the English crown since it was conquered by that country in the 1100s. Over the centuries, the extent of its Englishness had waxed and waned. By the time the young Whites were born, Irish nationalist feelings were running strong. Charles Stuart Parnell and other leaders were campaigning for home rule, which called for increased autonomy from Britain. It was a cause that Thomas Mayne, Annie White’s father, whom an American newspaper described as belonging “to the old guard of Irish patriots,” vehemently supported. His son-in-law, Peter White, born of the soil, was also a Parnellite, And he counted a prominent activist of the era, Michael Davitt, among his friends. (Davitt was, in fact, the Whites’ landlord in Dalkey.)


A photograph, probably taken in the early 1890s, shows Peter White to be a handsome, solidly built fellow with light eyes, a long mustache—almost a requirement of the era—and a deep cleft in his chin, something he seems to have bequeathed to many of his male descendants. He was Irish to the core. In his work for the Irish Woolen Manufacturing and Export Company in Dublin, he aimed to resurrect a once-thriving national industry that, thanks to stiff tariffs and competition, notably from Scotland, had been in danger of dying out. Harris tweed had long eclipsed Donegal. Ironically, by building a reputation for reviving dying industries in a country that seemed full of them, White ensured that his children’s lives would unfold outside of Ireland. But none of that was clear, of course, when he was asked by the viceroy of Ireland, Sir John Campbell Hamilton Gordon, aka Lord Aberdeen, and his wife, the former Ishbel (the Gaelic variation of Isabel) Maria Marjoribanks, to be honorary secretary of the Irish Industries Association. (Lady Aberdeen was its president.)


It was once again, as it had so often been, a desperate time for Ireland, and the Aberdeens were determined to help. Together, they came up with a plan to use the small, craftsy things—from lacework to bog wood ornaments—that had been produced forever in Ireland’s far-flung cottages and convents to turn the country’s fortunes around. Besides reviving the country’s traditional crafts, they wanted also to provide training in their production, thereby ensuring that some of its desperate citizenry had at least piecemeal work. Along the way, it was hoped, Ireland’s image would be enhanced. “Irish goods were not sought after by the people who wanted the best things” is the delicate way the New York Times phrased the matter (in a 1911 article), “but in 1886, with the coming to Dublin of the Earl of Aberdeen, a movement for improving and extending the sale of Irish products began to take hold.”


A Scotsman, Lord Aberdeen had recently been appointed to his post by the English Liberal prime minister William Ewart Gladstone. Newly in love with Ireland, he and his wife went straight to work on the seemingly intractable problems of their new country. For Ishbel, it was second nature to throw herself into a cause. Like her husband, she was the product of an aristocratic Scottish family. Born in 1857, she possessed a first-class intellect (she was said to have taught herself to read at the age of three) that, sadly, can’t quite be described as irrepressible. While she longed to go to Girton College, Cambridge University’s only school for women—in truth, the perfect place for her—she was prevented from doing so by her very traditional father. After her marriage, in 1877, Ishbel began what would become her life’s work, aiding the poor. There seemed to be no limit to her charity.


The Emerald Isle was “still in the grip of poverty such as America has never known, not even in a depression,” as Carmel later described it. It was rife with struggle of one sort or another. While the great famines of earlier in the century had subsided, the country was still reeling from an agricultural crisis that had climaxed in the 1870s. Much of its population was desperately poor. And the home rule struggle seemed perpetual; anarchy, or at least violence, flared up intermittently, notably after the Land League was banned in 1881. “Ireland is laid on us to do all in our power for her forever,” Ishbel wrote in her diary. Before long, she and Peter White were putting in time on the country’s unpaved, back-country roads, tirelessly scouting out both crafts and workers.


Peter White was perfect for the job. He was charismatic and hardworking, and he didn’t hesitate to deploy his considerable charm in the service of the mission at hand. Before too long, he was making frequent trips to the United States, something he’d first done in the name of Irish wool. An article in the Citizen, a Chicago newspaper, gives an indication of how breathlessly this dashing Irish-man—still in his thirties—was received in the New World. “Ireland never selected a more fortunate representative than Mr. Peter White,” it reads. “His amiable and sensitive manner wins confidence everywhere.”


For all their love of the place, the Aberdeens didn’t last long in Ireland. They were just one domino in a row of them, and they all toppled over, one after another, in a long, jagged line. First, home rule lost in the House of Commons. Then Gladstone’s Liberal Party collapsed. Its prime minister was out. And so, of course, were the Aberdeens. But in their time across the Irish Sea, they’d won over the desperate populace. As they headed back to England, people lined the streets, some weeping extravagantly; at one point, the couple’s horses were unhitched and their carriage pulled along, ecstatically, by the crowd. “The scene in Dublin on his leavetaking after the fall of the Gladstone cabinet is said to have been such as never before witnessed since the days of O’Connel,” the Chicago Times reported. The Aberdeens returned this loyalty by continuing their various pro-Irish endeavors after they’d returned home.


In 1888, when the announcement was made that the World’s Columbian Exposition of 1893—soon to be known universally, if not correctly, as the Chicago World’s Fair—was being put together, the Aberdeens seized the moment, heading to the United States with both Whites in tow to raise money to finance an exhibit of Irish exports at the fair, which Peter White would organize and oversee. For the next few years, he and Lady Aberdeen traveled all over Ireland, visiting workers and meeting with officials, including the lord mayor of Dublin, to build support for the project. White made several visits to Chicago, and by 1892 had acquired the fairly grand title of Irish commissioner to the World’s Fair.


The Aberdeens hoped to return to Ireland if Gladstone returned to power. But when he did, in 1892, some last-minute political maneuvering resulted in someone else being named Ireland’s viceroy instead. As a consolation prize, the prime minister awarded Aberdeen the post of governor general of Canada. The Irish Pavilion would go forward, but with much less involvement from the Aberdeens.


In February 1893, just a few months before the fair was to open, White and Lady Aberdeen set out for one last tour, this time to the South “to pick the ‘colleens’ who would represent the Irish industries,” as Carmel wrote. But then, as it so often does in Irish tales, death played its hand. White had already had lung trouble—the whole family tended toward the tubercular, as his oldest child, Thomas White, later recalled—and the travel, by rail and carriage, including an open-air version called an “outside-car,” was grueling. As they were finishing their trip, “Mr. White felt himself seriously ill, but his love for the cause he had espoused and his indomitable spunk prevented him from giving in,” an Irish paper wrote. On March 15, the Chicago New World announced that Mr. White would be late arriving at the fair. And then, quite suddenly, word came that he wouldn’t be coming at all. “He caught pneumonia,” Carmel wrote, “in those days a desperately serious illness, and a few weeks later he was dead.”


His death, at the age of forty-three, on April 7, 1893, was reported in papers in both Ireland and the United States. “In the township of Dalkey there was universal evidence of the sorrow of the people,” one Irish paper reported. Telegrams and letters flooded into Saint Justin’s, and hundreds turned up for his funeral and burial in Dublin’s Glasnevin Cemetery. It was a fitting place for a nationalist, having been founded earlier in the century in response to England’s repressive penal laws, which had sharply curtailed the practice of numerous Catholic rites, even those involving the burial of the dead.


White left six children. His third born, Carmel, was only five. For the rest of her life, this toughest of magazine editors would attribute her own thick hide to the sight of her father “laid out like a waxen image” on the drawing room table. It was a vision that would haunt her for years: “The very thought of death was something I had to put out of my mind, and it may be that my ability to concentrate, to turn my mind, quickly and entirely, from one subject to the next, is the earliest lesson I learned.”


She learned a thing or two, too, about strength from her mother, who, upon finding herself a widow with six children, made a daring decision. In a letter written on April 11, 1893, Ishbel wrote to Annie White on crested notepaper, acknowledging a suggestion from this very recent widow that she take her late husband’s place at the world’s fair. (He’d died only a few days before.) Lady Aberdeen responded with enthusiasm: “I believe this may prove best for you, as well as best for the enterprise. But you must not hurry yourself to settle anything—just lie fallow while you can. But if you do decide on going, please believe how I shall personally rejoice. . . .”


No “lying fallow” took place. Instead, the new widow moved with lightning speed, taking Saint Justin’s apart, storing its contents among friends and family. She first sent her daughters to live at Loretto Abbey, a girls’ school run by the Loretto order of nuns, whose convent, built in 1842, was just next door to the White home. The girls were too young for school, in their mother’s estimation (Carmel was not yet six, Christine just a year older), so the convent functioned as a kind of holding pen. Even so, Carmel learned to read there and always remembered writing out her first words, “Loretto Abbey,” in a tentative scrawl. Her other siblings were billeted among other relatives in and around Dublin.


Whether Annie White agonized over her decision to cross the Atlantic without her family can only be guessed; there’s no evidence that she worried unduly over anything. Instead—“a feminist before feminism” in one granddaughter’s words—she tended to plow assuredly ahead. The girls and their youngest brother, James Mayne White (later known as Jim), were next sent to live with their grandfather, Thomas Mayne, and their “darling grandmother,” as Carmel called her, Susannah, at the couple’s stately home, Cremorne, in the Dublin suburb of Terenure.


Reached by a long tree-lined driveway, Cremorne was a Georgian house with a limestone facade and a regal, stepped entranceway. Set on acres of land, it had an unmistakable grandeur and was as hivelike and full of intrigue as a dacha in a Chekhov play. Its shifting population included cousins, endless aunts and uncles of varying degrees of benevolence, and “the terrifying, Jove-like figure” that was grandfather Mayne himself. As for Carmel’s three other siblings, Tom, Desmond, and Victor, they were sent to stay with Peter White’s sister, Lizzie, who owned a shop in Clonalvy, and was forever complaining that the Maynes were grander than the Whites. To the horror of her nephews, this manifested itself in an almost obsessive attention to comportment. “She pounded ‘good manners’ into my brothers until they were sick of the thought of them,” Carmel recalled.


With her children squared away, their tough, fearless mother set forth. She had work to do, a figure to cut, and she was certainly not going to resign herself to an Irish widow’s fate, living under the wing of her domineering father, or any other man for that matter. A photograph of her taken at about this time shows her to be tight-lipped and determined. While she looks severe, even plain, by anecdotal accounts she was lovely—otherwise sensible American journalists seemed to swoon, at least verbally, in her presence. “And a mighty pretty woman is she,” one reporter wrote (quite unnecessarily, I might add) as the fair began. The Chicago Herald commented rapturously on that “sweet-faced woman with her dimples and her Irish bloom.”


Carmel’s more sober description was of


a very magnetic woman, with hazel gray eyes, a dimpled smile, and auburn hair braided around her head like a crown. She was vain of figure (in my childhood she always had a train sweeping behind her) but it was her wit, which lost nothing in the telling, that made her all her life the center of an unusual group of friends.



From her first weeks in the United States, when Annie befriended the great Canadian stage actress Margaret Anglin, then on a national tour, she attracted people who mattered.


“The Maynes were all beautiful,” one relative, David Sheehy, reports. “They were tall and dark and very good looking.” Both Carmel and Christine felt their looks compared unfavorably with their mother’s. Their hair was limp, by comparison, and Carmel recalled her mother cutting the eyelashes of both girls in the hope that they might grow back thicker. (They didn’t.) By contrast, White’s hair, piled on top of her head in one photograph, is indeed luxuriant, as is her almost unbelievably complicated-looking lace-and-silk gown. (At some point, she began wearing a wig; Irish relatives recall her visiting the Old Country with a whole trunk of them.) But mostly it’s the extraordinary hourglass figure one notices—the waist not tiny, exactly, but trim enough, especially relative to the enormous bustline straining above. White looks centered, hardly a concept floating around in her day. You sense that she could take on anything. She came, as Sheehy reports, “from very determined stock.”
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Carmel’s grandparents Thomas Mayne, M.P., and Susannah Mayne


The voyage she made was simple enough, traveling by boat westward across the Atlantic, but in fact it was a radical act “in that period when women, particularly upper-class Irishwomen, seldom ventured beyond the protection of their families.” The odds against her were daunting, yet she bulldozed ahead, gathering so much momentum that failure scarcely seemed possible. Accompanied by her sister Agnes, White sailed on May 4, 1893, from Queenstown (now more commonly known by its Celtic name, Cobh) in County Cork. Given the era, it was only natural that her father, the family patriarch, would keep an eye on his widowed daughter by sending one of his four then-unmarried daughters along. The wonder is that she was allowed to go at all.


By the time the sisters sailed into New York Harbor, then caught a train to Chicago, Lady Aberdeen was already at the Irish Industrial Village, also known as the Irish Village, readying things for the grand opening less than a week away. Situated off a long boulevard grandly called the Midway Plaisance—a hugely popular feature that seemed to contain all the known world in the form of African towns, mosques, medieval villages, Polynesian huts, pagodas, and more—the Village had “the best and most prominent position in the fair,” in Countess Aberdeen’s estimation.


It, too, was exotic. Lady Aberdeen had loaded on the Irishness. To enter it, you passed through a reproduction of the doorway of a chapel that had been built on the Rock of Cashel by Cormac, a twelfth-century Irish king, then through a copy of the ancient cloisters of Muckross Abbey in Killarney. And that was just the beginning. Beyond, there lay a vast, circular lawn with a Celtic cross at its center that was surrounded by a ring of cottages—some transplanted from Ireland, others just copied, most of them thatched. In the distance lay the showstopper: Blarney Castle, or rather a copy of it on a two-thirds scale. It was Ireland in miniature, and “visitors were enchanted with it,” Carmel reported.


Lady Aberdeen had moved into the first cottage near the entrance, a replica of Roseneath Cottage in Queenstown, which she and Peter White had visited on one of their last trips together. It had a deep thatch and latticed pillars and a sign over the front door reading “Cead Mile Failte,” Gaelic for “a thousand welcomes.” Inside, its walls were as green as the Old Country itself, and it was full to the brim with Irish antiques. The other dwellings around it, similarly charming, contained examples of traditional Celtic crafts. One was devoted to lacework, another to jewelry, yet another formed a concert area where Irish music was played.


According to the Chicago Post, a fourth structure was filled “with Irish rich bog turf which looks, as our Irish Americans put it, fit to eat.” (To each his own.) This dirt, to name it for what it is, was actually for sale—for a princely dollar per square—along with such other native Irishisms as blackthorns and shamrocks. There’s something unique about the Irish love of their country’s earth, the “ould sod,” as they fondly call it. The rest of us may not understand it, but customers with cash, mainly nostalgic immigrants, certainly did. And business was brisk. Yet another cottage took the bog further; here, young men whittled ornaments out of its famous oak trees, offering them for sale along with Galway marble and, endlessly, more lace.


The Irish Village was formally dedicated on May 11 in what the Irish Times described as “a brilliant scene.” A few weeks later, Countess Aberdeen transferred its management over to Annie White, before crossing the Atlantic to join her husband, who was soon to assume his Canadian post. From then on, the village was hers. Peter White may have been “the guardian angel of the Village,” as one paper called him, but his widow was the one who “made it the hit of the fair,” as Carmel wrote. Annie had a hand in everything, revising things constantly, restlessly seeking perfection when others might have given up. No detail was too small. When it occurred to her that she’d forgotten to include wonderfully intricate Carrickmacross lace in the exhibit, she telegraphed back to Ireland “to get all the cottages of County Monaghan to work making lace,” a relative, Helen Sheehy, recalled.


White’s first home in America was a comely thatched-roof cottage that she and Agnes shared. It was full of antiques, shipped by the elder Maynes from Ireland so that their daughters might feel at home. The stories Agnes brought back from the fair delighted her Irish relatives for years. She recalled meeting Buffalo Bill, giving rise to an oft-repeated rumor within the family that Annie and the American frontier scout and showman, whose real name was William F. Cody, had had a romance. (Curiously, Buffalo Bill allegedly also crossed paths with another larger-than-life female—Diana Vreeland—many years later. “What chic old Bill had! With his beard he looked like Edward VII. . . .”)


Stories about the Irish Village took up a disproportionate amount of space in the press. White was mediagenic, as were many of the hundreds who worked for her, most imported from Ireland to dance jigs, spin yarn, and more. The young girls, in particular, were notoriously fun loving, and their pranks—pouring water on sleeping tramps, imitating roosters so that most of the fair reported early to work—were covered, with scant amusement, by the local papers.


And then there was the little matter of the big rock. The Blarney Stone has long been reputed to make “anyone who kisses it a great talker,” according to Carmel, “so no Irishman is going to miss an opportunity like that if he can help it.” When it arrived, the stone provoked enormous excitement in Chicago. “Blarney Stone Here,” a headline in the Chicago Post blared on June 16, adding that the rock measured one foot square and was being kept in a safe. Carter H. Harrison, the city’s distinctly non-Irish mayor, duly kissed it—how could he not, if he ever hoped to be reelected?—which was solemnly reported in the press. (“Mayor on His Knees” was the Toledo News’s mischievous headline.)


But there was increasing evidence that the so-called Blarney Stone was exactly that, a bit of blarney. In mid-June, the New York World referred to “an alleged piece of the Blarney Stone.” A month later, on July 15, the heat was turned up: the St. Paul Dispatch reported that Sir George Colthurst, owner of the original Blarney Castle, as well as its namesake stone, was considering a trip to Chicago to out the impostor stone. Before long, the Boston Globe was reporting that in fact the original rock hadn’t budged an inch from Ireland, no less made it to the Midwest. Some papers reported that the Chicago stone was there in part—a chip off the old block, you might say. Rumors swirled, every article in the press seemed to contradict the next, yet no one from the Irish Village quite clarified the matter, not even the saintlike Lady Aberdeen.


Whatever its origin, the thing was referred to as the Blarney Stone, and, mainly, people wanted to believe it. Hordes came to kiss it, paying ten cents each for the privilege, so many that it turned greenish from tobacco juice. One commentator put the whole thing in perspective by pointing out that wasn’t the original Blarney Stone itself unrepentant nonsense? (Not, I conjecture, to a certain kind of Irish.) There is no record on whether he was run out of town. . . .


What is recorded is that Lady Aberdeen’s village, so recently at risk after the death of Peter White, was a “wild success,” in Carmel’s words. Ireland could be found there, distilled, and that was enough for Chicago’s vast immigrant population, Hibernian or not. The cozy thatched dwellings, the lace-making demos, the turf fires burning beneath pots of boiling potatoes, all evoked something so powerful that nothing as tacky as a faux Blarney Stone could threaten it at all. Later in life, Annie White, never modest, sounded positively coy as she described her unexpected success. “Well,” she told her family, “there I was in my widow’s bonnet, and the newspaper gentlemen were very kind to me.” One of her most slavish fans was the Irishman Peter Finley Dunne, who, writing as Mr. Dooley, was one of the most famous—and opinionated—Chicago journalists of his day.


After the fair closed, and with the backing of the Aberdeens, White took on a new project—a Chicago shop dedicated to bringing Irish crafts to the public. But first White had to sail back to Ireland to face her father, without whose permission she could never manage to stay. Their argument was long and protracted. Thomas Mayne, who had visited Chicago for the fair—“where every cab driver did him,” as Carmel put it—knew firsthand that the United States was a terrible place. And besides, a woman’s place was in the home. But White was a steam-roller, if not a Mack truck, and in the long run she prevailed, although not after agreeing to leave all six of her children in Ireland, at least for a time. The boys would receive an Irish education and the girls at least a partial one; they’d join their mother once it became clear that the shop was a going concern.


So White returned to America alone. For the three of her children who lived there, life at Cremorne was crowded, but always entertaining. Ireland is full of “sons and daughters waiting to marry until their mothers release them by dying peacefully in their arms,” as Carmel wickedly described the phenomenon, and the Mayne family home was no different: a full six unmarried aunts and uncles, of Annie White’s thirteen siblings, still lived at home. The White children scampered about the house and grounds, puncturing the tires of their grandfather’s “high bicycle”—an old-fashioned penny farthing—and stopping the pendulum on the elaborate dining room clock. For young Carmel, it sounds like a nice enough childhood, particularly since “like many girls it was my grandmother I loved. Her temperament, like her birth, was gentle (she was born a Verscoyle, which means something in Ireland), and since I have much of my mother’s determination in my character, it was far easier to get on with someone who never wanted to dominate me.” And perhaps, given her mother’s “determination,” as she discreetly calls it, it was a blessing to have been raised, at least for a time, beyond her sphere of influence.


To her relatives, White’s decision to run a shop was a scandal. But it turned out to be a canny move. She hit the deck running, socially and in every other way, hosting tea parties at her Michigan Avenue apartment and attracting the artistic crowd she always favored. And the store was a triumph. The Chicago Evening Post heralded what they called “a first class shop” in a story entitled “Beautiful Things on Sale in the Irish Industrial Store.” The store burst with Irishness in the form of linens, handkerchiefs, silk and wool underwear, hosiery, pottery, and the inevitable carvings of bog oak. The sales staff included some of the same lovely, mischievous colleens who had caused such a sensation at the fair. “Our object in establishing this depot is to help the thousands of poor women in Ireland who have nothing to do and know not what to do with themselves,” White said. “We desire to help them to an opportunity of employing themselves in a work that will give them a living and will at the same time give the world something that is worth having.”


Within the year the store had expanded, moving to newer, larger quarters just down Wabash Avenue, from number 268 to 179. By now almost a year had gone by since Peter White’s death. On the anniversary, Ishbel Aberdeen cabled his widow from Ottawa, saying: “How glad he must be if he has been permitted to watch your noble life this year.” If he was thinking at all, he was no doubt astonished at how much his wife had pulled off in his absence.


As the business prospered, White began to send for her children. Carmel and Christine came first, sailing together, each with one piece of luggage, from Queenstown on the Lucania, a large Cunard Line ship that had been built the year before, and arriving in New York on October 27, 1894. In making this trip, they followed a well-worn trajectory: by 1890, a full 39 percent of Irish-born people—about three million in all—lived overseas, according to historian Roy Foster. And 84 percent of Irish emigrating at the time headed for the United States.


They were young to make the voyage, very young. The ship’s manifest lists Carmel as being only six at the time, although in fact she was seven, while Chris-tine—recorded here as “Christina”—was eight. They were just thirteen months apart, near enough to qualify as “Irish twins,” as the old joke goes, and about as close as two sisters could possibly be. Even so, Carmel recalled the experience as daunting. “It was two frightened children who traveled alone on the big boat to New York. People were kind to us—I remember playing round games with an elderly man who took pity on us—but our arrival in America was too overwhelming to be remembered.” After their boat pulled into New York Harbor, they were met by a friend of their mother’s who placed them on a Pullman train headed for their new home in the Midwest.


Carmel recalled the train’s arrival in rapturous terms:


Then Chicago at last and our mother meeting us. As we drove through the streets she felt she must prepare us for our new life. “Now you won’t be living in a big house like Cremorne,” she warned us. “It’ll seem to you tiny after what you’re accustomed to.” We drew up before the apartment house where she lived, got out, and gaped. This was a bigger house than we’d seen in all our lives! Even when we were shown our small part of it, it still seemed tremendous—drawing room, dining room, bedrooms only for us!



By then, the Wabash Avenue shop had evolved. Since much of its business involved the sale of Irish fabrics, handspun linens and the like, it seemed only natural to offer dressmaking services, too. From the start, the White girls had custom-made clothes—their mother dressed them alike in garments that, designed to last for two years, were invariably huge. “We felt too small for our clothes, and this huge building, and this strange new world.”


When White went off to work each morning, she left her daughters behind in the apartment building on Michigan Avenue, considering them too young for school. Forbidden to play with the janitor’s children—the only potential playmates around—the girls were desperately lonely. So education, at last, was allowed. Their first school was a convent in Davenport, Iowa, where they settled in nicely, adoring the nuns. Carmel spent Sundays, their one day away from classes, buried in one book or another. “We were still shy, different, foreign children,” she recalled. And there they might have stayed, quite happily, had their mother not learned, to her infinite horror, that the father of one of Carmel’s classmates was in law enforcement.


“Descendants of the McGuillicuddy of the Reeks would never associate with a policeman!” she’s said to have huffed at the time. (If such a claim were true—and it’s scarcely possible to confirm—it would position Carmel as one of the descendants of the original kings of Ireland, true Celtic royalty and more impressive, in its way, than the watered-down, largely Teutonic lineage of those monarchs across the Irish Sea.) It was made abundantly clear to all within earshot at her daughters’ school that, while White might have lowered herself to the point of being in trade, she had no intention of loosening her standards any further. So the girls were shipped off to Dearborn Seminary in Chicago, which catered to the Windy City’s genteel classes and was presumably unpolluted by the presence of children of blue-collar workers. It was here that Carmel learned for the first time that there were non-Catholics in the world, when one of her teachers shocked her by saying she’d never heard of Our Lady of Mount Carmel.


The girls spent three years at Dearborn, returning home for holidays, where life was always exciting. Mrs. White entertained all sorts of people, including Margaret Anglin, who stayed with the family when she was starring in a play in Chicago. “With her beautiful carriage, eyes lifted to heaven when she spoke in a pose copied by a generation of schoolgirls, she lit up our house when she entered it,” a starstruck Carmel recalled.


She dated her visit to this unnamed play as


the beginning of my delicious involvement with what I see in the theatre, just as my devouring of Dickens at this time was the beginning of my emotional engagement when I’m absorbed in a story... together with my lifelong involvement in the personal affairs of everyone around me, it planted in me the seed of romance.



She was so wrung out by the play’s tragic end that she crawled over to the great thespian’s bed (to Carmel’s rapture, the actress was sleeping in her room) and whispered, “Margaret, if I’d been that man, I’d have married you, dear.” A diva who cheerfully agrees to share a child’s room? It’s hard to imagine a modern star taking such accommodations in stride. But Anglin was a family friend, and besides, actresses—those wanton creatures—were held in about as low social esteem as possible at the time. Grand hotels were for grander divas.


Other visitors to the White household included Josephine Sullivan, a celebrated harpist whose performances had been one of the highlights of the Irish Village. Stagestruck as she was, young Carmel could scarcely tolerate the presence of Miss Sullivan, who was the daughter of A. M. Sullivan, an opponent of Parnell’s. “Our family was passionate Parnellites,” she explained, admitting that even the presence of the young woman’s gilded harp (a “coffin-like object when traveling that required a cab to itself, and that stood in our drawing room like a baleful presence”) was a “nightmare” to her for this reason. As such comments indicate, Carmel was an intense child, funny, observant, sheltered in a wide-eyed way. Her slightly detached way of seeing things seems decidedly foreign: this world was new to her, and she wasn’t going to miss a thing.


Chicago felt even more like home after another sibling, Tom, graduated from Clongowes Wood College, in the southeastern Irish town of Naas (where one of his older schoolmates was James Joyce). Annie brought him over first, “because he was the oldest,” his daughter, another Carmel, recalls. He arrived in the Midwest in 1900, at the age of sixteen, ready, in the time-honored way, to seek his fortune in the United States, happy to find himself in the company of his mother and long-absent sisters.


Tom was an impressive young man, bright and hardworking, and his career in the States—most of it spent in the publishing empire of William Randolph Hearst—would truly be meteoric. But, for now, he was also just a kid, a funny one, who had a wicked verbal wit, in the Irish manner, and delighted in tormenting his young sisters. He loved shooting pats of butter up on the dining room ceiling then waiting until they, inevitably, rained down on a sibling’s head—“preferably mine,” according to Carmel, who, of all her brothers, was exceptionally close to Tom. “We spatted like Kilkenny cats (I’ve always had a touch of ‘the Irish’ in me), but we adored each other, and at home we were always clowning.” When things got too wild, she’d pack a suitcase and announce that she was going to Bloomingdale’s (then a lunatic asylum in New York, first in Manhattan, then in Westchester County—not the clothes emporium).


After a few years, White declared formal education to be over for her daughters—in truth, it had hardly begun—and they were moved into the next phase, that of being finished, like furniture. It was time to be transformed into ladies. Their first stop was a boarding school in Winnetka, Illinois, of all places—“our happiest school years,” Carmel reports, although the two exceptionally close sisters scarcely made other friends. The center of their lives remained their Chicago home: “our mother’s circle of theatrical and artistic friends was fascinating to us.”


Then, at some point in 1903, it was on to another finishing school, this one in Brussels, which, Carmel quipped, “compared to Paris is like the sister of the girl you’re in love with.” Although she would be admired all her life for her “eye”—her sense of exactly how things should look—her ear was another story. Blame it on the convent in Brussels, the Soeurs de Sainte-Marie, where Carmel mastered her famously idiosyncratic French, which she spoke with a pronounced, almost comic Irish accent. She learned the language “on the pillow,” as the French say, but not in the sexy way that expression implies. Instead, she absorbed it involuntarily after her bed was placed between those of two Belgian girls—best friends who had been separated for quietness’s sake—who chatted to each other as she tried to sleep. “They talked to each other continuously over my head and I remember the sensation of distinguishing first words, then sentences, then this strange language was suddenly comprehensible to me.” Although some in later life made merry with Snow’s French, it would serve her for the rest of her life. “I could always make a compliment or have a row,” as she put it. What else would one need?


It was also in Belgium that Carmel experienced the first of many defiant fashion moments. Told to wear an underslip in the bath (a standard antisin ritual), she demurred, bathing naked instead, then swishing the undergarment around in the water to make it seem she’d obeyed. It was a small rebellion but a telling one, and one that she would always remember. “For all my shyness then, modesty has never been one of my afflictions,” she noted. Later, Carmel and Christine, still teenagers, were allowed to leave the convent for a week to accompany their mother to the Paris fashion shows, which then mainly featured floor-length dresses, some with bustles, and all requiring enormous swaths of cloth. White put her daughters to work memorizing the fashions they saw—Carmel was assigned the top of each outfit, her sister the bottom—so that she could copy them later in her shop. “I found that I could remember the details exactly, that I actually had a photographic eye for fashion when I focussed it,” Carmel wrote. It was an ability that would serve her all her professional life.


Back in the United States, White was going from strength to strength, her business booming, her social circle expanding. If there was a stigma to being Irish—and there certainly was—it was one she chose to ignore. Hers is an immigrant’s story without pain: there was no loneliness or poverty in even her earliest weeks in the New World. And if you factor out her childlessness in those first years, a temporary condition, her new life was an immediate improvement over the old. She’d left a domineering father behind, not to mention a society that would have kept her in widow’s weeds—with all the isolation that that implies—for many years to come.


Success came almost as soon as she touched down on American soil. For a time, everything was put in service to her shop. And then, suddenly, it wasn’t. Or at least not that one. In about 1903, White attended the Paris openings with the four sisters who were the proprietors of T.M. & J.M. Fox, Inc., a custom dressmaking establishment in New York. Founded in 1885, their firm was “One of the oldest and most exclusive dressmaking establishments in the United States,” according to the New York Times. By now, the Foxes “had all become wealthy out of it and were ready to retire,” the paper added. After watching White in action in Paris, scouting out fashions to reinterpret (some might say steal) in her Chicago boutique, it was clear to them that their business would be safe in her hands. Before long, they’d offered it to her for sale.


Manhattan can be notoriously charmless and cruel to newcomers. And White was just about as much of an outsider—an Irishwoman, of all unmentionable sins!—as you could get. But she was also unafraid. Her Chicago life, clearly, had run its course. She decided to close the Irish Industrial Store “for good and always,” as the Times recounted in 1911, in a breathless-sounding article about White’s life in the unforgiving canyons of Manhattan. “She did not care to have any one [sic] else in charge of what had been so intimate and personal a venture.” Instead, she opted to move to a new, vast city, where such adjectives scarcely applied. “Anonymous” and “impersonal” would be more apt.





2 the steamer trunk



I am learning so much of life.


—CARMEL WHITE


BY THE TIME CARMEL AND CHRISTINE returned from their convent year, in the fall of 1904, their home was in Manhattan. They crossed the Atlantic with their mother, arriving in New York Harbor on September 12 and settling in at 326 West End Avenue, a remodeled brownstone building near West Seventy-fifth Street that had once belonged to Nat Goodwin, a famously dry-humored actor, and his wife, the noted dramatic actress Maxine Elliott. Drama reigned in the house’s decor, too: the living room had been painted bright red to serve as a backdrop for Elliott’s striking tawny looks.


[image: Image]


Carmel White and her stepfather, Edward V. Douglass, in front of their West End Avenue home, c. 1905


To Carmel and Christine, everything about New York was brand new—down to and including their mother’s fiancé, Edward Van Pelt Douglass, known as “Ned,” whom Mrs. White had met and become engaged to while her daughters were abroad. When, on a visit to the convent, she told them about their impending stepfather “a shiver ran down my shoulders,” Carmel recalled. “But I needn’t have worried, he never entered into our lives tremendously.” Nor, apparently, did he enter too profoundly into Annie White’s. Little is known of him, beyond that, having been born in Greenfield, Ohio, in 1875, he was four years younger than his wife and that he was a New York retailer who was said to sell mirrors. After he married White, probably in about 1905, he was at least on the periphery of her family during some crucial years, including the arrival of the three youngest boys—Desmond, Victor, and James—from Ireland, each of whom arrived separately in 1908.


Carmel went down to the New York docks to meet the boat when her youngest brother, James, then fifteen and just sprung from the same school that Tom had attended, arrived. She took one look at this callow, long-lost sibling, who was barely adjusted to being back on dry land, and . . . promptly took him shopping. “You can’t be dressed like that,” she said. It was clear to her immediately that his Jesuit school wardrobe (weedy tie, pants high above the ankles) could never cut it in New York. From the time he arrived, Carmel acted as a surrogate mother, his daughter says. It was lucky she did, since his own mother, whom he hadn’t seen for years, scarcely seemed to care. “She just greeted him and said, ‘We dress for dinner and if you’re late don’t bother to come.’”


With Jim’s arrival, the family was complete. At the time of the 1910 census, both Douglasses and all six White children were living together on West End Avenue. Carmel recalled dragooning poor “Uncle Ned,” as the White children called him, into playing Parcheesi with her and her siblings, joking that the couple’s eventual separation couldn’t entirely be blamed on that. The Douglasses were still married in 1911, or so the Times reported. At some point they separated—amicably, discreetly, and for good. Given Annie Douglass’s Catholicism, there was no question of a divorce. The separation was “never discussed,” says a granddaughter, Carmel White Eitt. “It was quite simply never discussed. It was a very different era. But they remained friends. They’d have lunch together.”
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“The White Boys” c. 1910: Tom, Desmond, Victor, James


The White sons would always be more Irish than their sisters; even so, the continued Irishness of all of them, girls and boys alike, was ensured by Douglass’s decision to have them spend their summers in Ireland. Immigration records show them migrating seasonally back and forth across the Atlantic; as late as 1909, Carmel still listed her address on official documents as Cremorne. Four years later she was described on shipping documents as being a U.S. citizen “on father’s papers.” The American citizenship that had become Douglass’s when she married had apparently filtered down to her children. From this point on, all the Whites were listed on passenger lists as American citizens, rather than under the dreaded heading “Aliens,” as they had been before.


The six siblings plunged into American life, quickly finding their disparate niches. By then the family had moved to the fantastical, Moorish-inspired Navarro, then the largest apartment building in the world, on West Fifty-eighth Street. Carmel began attending classes at the Art Students League, the noted New York art school, which offered membership to “any candidate with acceptable moral character and the means to pay his dues.” Luckily, no talent or artistic ability was required since, as Carmel breezily noted, she “hadn’t a vestige” of it. Still, it was a pleasant distraction for as long as it lasted. She and Christine, who was also studying there, attended classes in its famous neoclassical building, designed by architect Henry J. Hardenbergh (who had already created one of New York’s most famous structures, the Dakota apartment building on Central Park West). Both girls studied with Robert Henri, a legendarily inspiring teacher whose former students included George Bellows, Rockwell Kent, and Edward Hopper. “He had the priceless pedagogical gift of stirring our imaginations and of making us excited about our work,” one former student, Helen Appleton Reed, later wrote.


Henri was clearly inspired by Carmel, in turn: she soon began posing for a portrait by him in his studio on Gramercy Park. The striking results show an auburn-haired colleen with a slender figure and expressive blue eyes. While not quite a beauty, her nose was too dramatically sloped, her lips too thin for that, she came close, with wonderful high cheekbones and wide-set, expressive blue eyes. Her youth itself, along with her character—she looked energetic, ready to laugh—made her seem dazzling. People were drawn to her, at the league and elsewhere, and the evenings she spent socializing with its students and faculty, including Henri, his wife, and various members of the Ashcan School, Bellows among them, taught her almost as much as her classes. One way or the other, as she wrote, “Without knowing it, I began to absorb a good deal of knowledge about art.” Given the talent problem, it wasn’t going to become a career. Almost inevitably, she drifted into working part-time in her mother’s shop.


Her siblings were all over the map. Victor had also been a student at the league; later, he moved on to Cornell University and Paris’s Ecole des Beaux-Arts. Both Desmond and Jim were enrolled at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. As the oldest, Tom, who had attended business college in Chicago, was the first to go to work; by the age of sixteen he was employed by a construction company in New Mexico. Later, he went to work for Mead, Patton & Co., a company that supplied newsprint to Hearst Publishing, then moved on to a clerk’s job at Hearst’s New York headquarters, the firm that would employ him for the rest of his life.


And Annie Douglass, with her sure hand and to the surprise of no one, was turning out to be a huge success at the helm of T.M. & J.M. Fox. Since its inception, the founding sisters had run this very special firm in an atmosphere of hushed discretion, almost secrecy. Their snobbishness was finely calibrated. They never advertised their wares—a stricture that Douglass would later breach. But she continued their tradition of not allowing anyone deemed to be vulgar to cross its threshold, a fact that was particularly ironic since, given the anti-Irish snobbism of the era, Douglass herself might never have been allowed to shop at the firm. Actresses were also not allowed. “They confined their dealings to the fashionable set, and not even a theatrical star of the first magnitude could get a gown at their shop,” the Times reported (so much the opposite of today’s approach, where designers send trunks of clothes, gratis, to even the most obscure celebrity). “When a stranger came whose introductions were not precisely correct,” the paper continued, “word was sent down that there was nothing to show. This policy was immensely successful. The Fox sisters became rich.”
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A class at the Art Students League, New York City, c. 1907, around the time Carmel studied there
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Girl in Rose and Gray: Miss Carmel White by Robert Henri, 1911


The same article also noted—not quite correctly—that when Douglass bought the concern, which was located at 33 East Thirty-fourth Street, “she entered upon the management without knowledge of design or dress goods, New York women, or Paris fashions.” Although her first two years were difficult, she soon found her footing, managing to retain the firm’s blue-blooded customer base, while bringing others in. Given her lifelong love affair with the theater, it seems likely that she loosened the taboo on allowing actresses into the shop. But mainly she was shrewd enough to keep a thriving business running exactly as it had always been, right down to the position of its furniture and, even, its flower vases. Eight years after she took over, the Times noted, the same 225 employees (including the staff of the Fox workshop, sewers, embroiderers, and the like, who worked across Thirty-fourth Street at number 53) were still on the job, with the exception of two who had left to marry.
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A newspaper advertisement for T.M. & J.M. Fox from the 1920s


New York then wasn’t what it’s since become—a fashion capital in its own right. Sartorial taste was almost entirely dictated by Paris, even more than today, when Milan, London, and New York dilute, at least marginally, the influence of the French capital. Why there? It’s an interesting question that Time magazine, of all publications, answered in a fashion cover story in 1957.


The plain fact is that Paris has a reservoir of skilled needleworkers and a tradition of craftsmanship that no other nation can match—a tradition established largely by the simple fact that no other people have been willing to devote so much time and thought to their clothes. . . . An elegant Frenchwoman will spend hours searching for the exact shade of stocking to go with a certain dress, spend days debating the choice of a dress or a hat.



The obsession with elegance dated back to Louis XIV, the Sun King, and his court at Versailles. He bolstered the fashion industry, created it, really, by organizing the Paris dressmakers and tailors, elevating their stature at home and in the world. Before long, the most fashionable foreign women went ritually to Paris to shop and brides sent to France for their wedding trousseaux.


Like most American buyers, Douglass would head to France’s twice-yearly couture collections, called “openings” and then held in November and May, as if on a kind of safari, hoping to bag the best specimens she could find, as quickly as she could. In those days, “foreign buyers were permitted to purchase single models from the French couturiers, which they could then have copied,” according to the fashion curator Dilys E. Blum. Upon their return to the United States, the designs would be disseminated far and wide, without further compensation, and often without credit, to the couturier who created them in the first place. “After Paris explains the mode, New York offers it,” Vogue told its readers in the 1920s—a statement that was literally true. As Edna Woolman Chase, the magazine’s editor in chief, said in a lecture years later,


You all know how quickly we rush to Paris to see the openings and how eagerly we await the boat bringing in the new models, and we almost bribe the Customs to get these models off the boat just as quickly as possible. And then we rush to have them copied at all prices. We have good copies and bad copies and costly copies and cheap copies. . . .



Many of the styles that originated from T.M. & J.M. Fox didn’t pretend to be original; in every other way, though, including workmanship and price, they qualified as haute couture. “Her customers came from all over the country,” Carmel wrote of her mother, “always by appointment, and they paid prices that began at three hundred and fifty dollars and went up and up. Moreover, they ordered twenty to forty dresses a season.” They could find Paris originals at Fox, too, as well as a kind of hybrid. Douglass’s youngest child, Jim White, used to say, mis chievously, that his mother “would buy a dress in Paris, add a rose and some embroidery to it, and charge $500 more, and dress a Rockefeller in it.”


Fashions of the first decade of the twentieth century tended to pack women in, padding them generously, like Victorian furniture. Their wearers looked upholstered, with ample hips and busts and impossibly cinched-in waists—the result of ritual torture. Women really did cling desperately to their bedposts, puffing and exclaiming, while their ladies’ maids tugged on their corset strings, strapping them in for the day. “A carefree smile, a laced-up waist, and a heavy bosom were considered irresistible,” according to fashion historian Charlotte Seeling. Physiologically, it must have been a challenge, looking radiant while scarcely being able to breathe.


To emphasize their hips and bustlines, women were encased in layer upon layer of cloth, creating the densely packed figure that was then the ideal. Seen in profile, the well-dressed woman of 1910 was S-shaped: her corset pushed her breasts up and out so that she resembled a ship’s figurehead, angling into the wind. From her waist down, she jutted out in another direction altogether, thanks to the bustle that floated behind her like an abbreviated spinnaker, exaggerating her derriere to an almost comic degree. Except for the tiny waist, an ideal that—as Barbie demonstrates—never seems to go out of style, the look was the opposite of what prevails today, with its wispy supermodels and gaunt-figured aesthetic.


And clothes then were opulent almost beyond credulity. The designers who reigned before World War I, Frederick Worth, Jeanne Lanvin, Callot Soeurs, Paul Poiret, Jeanne Paquin, Jacques Doucet, and others, created extraordinary concoctions, tossing in the kitchen sink, metaphorically speaking, in the form of opulent fabrics—tulle, say, or silk duchesse—piling on ostrich feathers, painstaking embroidery, ruches. The legendary Poiret was just one of a number of reigning geniuses.


Year in, year out, his clientele looked like Asiatic princesses or Tartar priests in scarlet, black, tassels, and magnificent gold. (For his purposes the entire East was Poiret’s oyster.) A Poiret dress could be identified as far as it could be seen, like the brilliant uniform of a prewar hussar,



as Janet Flanner, for decades the Paris correspondent for The New Yorker, writing under the pseudonym Genêt, once wrote.


In general, the earlier in the century, the more complicated the clothes; after the first decade, things became more streamlined. But until then, they were assertively baroque: some of the era’s dresses look as if, once removed from their hangers, they could stand up on their own. And then there were the hats, which, by 1910, were often wide brimmed and ungainly: the well-dressed girl secured hers with up to half a dozen rhinestone hatpins. And for a brief, unappealing moment, hats were festooned with something the fashion writer Anne Rittenhouse (a friend of Douglass’s whose real name, poor thing, was Harry-dele Hallmark), who free-lanced for magazines and newspapers, described as “queer feathers,” some of them downright unappetizing, as it turned out. Rittenhouse reported in the New York Times in 1910 that “one of these odd creations of the milliner’s workroom when subjected to close observation proved to be a quill—common or barnyard variety—on which had been glued long hairs of monkey fur.”


If Carmel was interested in hats or clothes, she didn’t know it yet; she drifted into working at T.M. & J.M. Fox with dread. She hated being under her mother’s thumb. “She was absolutely indomitable,” she wrote, seeming to shudder as she did so. But then again, so was her daughter. . . . The sparks between them were forever threatening to burst into flame. Still, it was in the crucible of her mother’s shop—and who knows, perhaps because of it?—that, over the next few years, Carmel developed the confidence and decisiveness about fashion that would make her career. “It was from our mother that all her children learned to make quick, accurate and imaginative decisions,” she acknowledged.


At Fox, Carmel came face-to-face with glamour, both its appealing, illusory surface and the hard work that inevitably lies behind it. The women who shopped there were the very definition of the carriage trade. When they came for fittings, their horse-drawn vehicles would wait outside on Thirty-fourth Street, often with both a coachman and a footman in attendance. These customers came frequently, and paid exorbitantly, and Douglass’s fortunes rose accordingly. They came for the personal touch, as well as for outstanding workmanship: Douglass’s genius lay, in part, in her ability to discern each woman’s style and to divine, each season, which Paris creations should be hers. Her client’s names ring out like cash registers, even now. Mrs. Charles Schwab, whose rich industrialist husband was known across the States (as his son would be in our time), and such sought-after socialites as Mrs. E. Gary all had their carriages stop outside T.M. & J.M. Fox. Many of the shop’s concoctions lived on in Carmel’s memory, including such standouts as “Mrs. McCormick’s gay velvet dress banded with chinchilla, her moleskin suit that we had to repair when she carelessly leaned against a radiator, her green velvet and ermine evening gown.”


In early October 1911, Mrs. Douglass took a dramatic step when she purchased a mansion at 10 East Fifty-seventh Street from William Frederick Havemeyer for $220,000—a staggering sum. That she made a move at this point isn’t surprising—Thirty-fourth Street was in decline. Once residential, it was being transformed into a thoroughfare of shops and hotels, commercial enterprises that would inevitably doom a business like Fox’s, where walk-in customers were unknown and the clientele would much rather not mingle with the masses—or even catch a glimpse of them—while picking up their velvet-and-ermine gowns. As the Times put it so delicately: “The atmosphere of a great dressmaking establishment began to pass away, and this prompted Mrs. Douglas [sic] to look for a new location. She determined that this should be in a fine residential section.”


Fine is putting it mildly. “The homes of a dozen well-known New York families are in the same block,” the paper noted. Harry Payne Whitney had the mansion on the southwest corner of Fifth Avenue and Fifty-seventh and the redoubtable Mrs. Hermann Oelrichs, heiress to a silver fortune and a noted Newport hostess, was next door, at 1 East, while Mrs. Cornelius Vanderbilt was just across Fifth Avenue, at 1 West, in a beaux arts mansion designed by Richard Morris Hunt. White bought the property from Havemeyer, of the noted sugar-refining family, whose father had been a three-time mayor of New York. (He was a cousin of Henry Osborne Havemeyer, who, with his wife, Louisine, amassed a legendary collection of old master and impressionist art, which they later bequeathed to the Metropolitan Museum of Art.)


In the mid-nineteenth century, East Fifty-seventh Street, a critical east-west thoroughfare in the still-developing city of New York, had been lined with modest brownstones. But in about 1870, one grand edifice after another began taking their place; soon the street was full of French chateau-style structures, which together became known as Marble Row. The street was a broad thoroughfare, where horse-drawn conveyances, and even—the newest thing—motor carriages, as they were then known, could stop, two and even more abreast, as their well-heeled owners made their social rounds. At the time of Douglass’s purchase, residents of Fifty-seventh Street were increasingly worried by the prospect of commercial development. Even so, there’s no record of opposition to the appearance of a dressmaking establishment in their midst. Just down the street, a nine-story building belonging to the milliner Henri Bendel was going up; at the time, “his shop was the smartest in New York and his clientele was a Social Register of fashion,” Vogue’s Edna Chase noted. Designed by H. O. Chapman, this edifice would also contain a branch of the famous Paris gallery Durand-Ruel, which had long been associated with impressionist art and was largely responsible for bringing it the American market. (Henry Havemeyer was one of Durand-Ruel’s most active American clients.)


Douglass’s purchase was an astonishingly bold move, particularly for a woman. The New York Times’s story about her appeared on page 7 under the headline: “Dressmaker Now in Exclusive Block”; and it gushed, rather more than was usual for this once-august paper of record (this was long before such frivolities as “Sunday Styles”). One subheading blared: “A Woman’s Own Enterprise”; another described the article as one “Involving the Story of What a Resourceful Business Woman Has Accomplished in Eight Years in New York.”


Douglass had eyed the Havemeyer property for two years before buying it, according to the report. She’d already hired decorators and architects and had shopped for furnishings in the “capitals of Europe.” If Fox’s location was about to change, its discreet way of doing things would not. The Times reporter, writing without a byline, might have been speaking straight to its customers when he or she wrote, reassuringly: “People will pass the house and never know that the gowns of the richly dressed women they pass in Fifth Avenue are being made inside.” By now Douglass had become a public figure. When the Times story appeared, an unnamed person in the Hearst organization wrote a note to Tom White, then twenty-three and clearly a rising star, that read in its entirety: “White—Surely your mother is a woman of ability—It must require some acumen to manage an establishment of that size—RPH.”


Fox’s move had great symbolism since American fashion, too, was about to move to a better neighborhood. At the turn of the century it had scarcely existed. But, increasingly, there was a call to offer more than the watered-down copies of French styles that had so long passed for fashion in the United States. In a 1912 story, the Times writer Anne Rittenhouse noted that “big wholesale houses have been modifying French fashions to suit American tastes for years and calling the output American.” Some in the fashion industry, she added, including Edna Chase, had “taken up the cudgel in defense of American fashions only for women.” Soon Douglass was one of them. In December 1912, the Times noted that she “came out quite unexpectedly yesterday in favor of the American fashion movement which is causing such widespread discussion up and down Fifth Avenue.” And the newspaper itself joined in, announcing its sponsorship of a competition for the best American-designed hats and gowns. T.M. & J.M. Fox had impeccable credentials in this department: “It is perhaps significant that at present all the designers employed by the Fox house are Americans,” the paper reported, not mentioning that its “designs” were almost purely French. In her extended comment, Mrs. Douglass made clear that she considered American custom-made clothes—such as those being made in her shop—to be superior to their Gallic equivalents.


On its face, such a remark is preposterous. The workmanship behind haute couture has always been above reproach. Clearly, Douglass was motivated by political correctness, or whatever its equivalent was called a century ago. Even so, her respect for France and its culture comes through. “I was once told by one of the most famous couturiers in Paris,” she wrote, “that much of her spare time, her Sundays and her holidays, was spent in the Louvre and other museums seeking ideas as to form, combination of colors and beauty of line.” The problem on these shores, she pointed out, was the paucity of such resources; despite its great wealth, the United States was only just beginning to build its great art collections. Still, American craftsmanship was improving, she allowed, adding, “If a thing is good, we no longer care where it is made, whether in Paris or in New York.”


By 1913, Douglass was prospering to such a degree that she and her assorted offspring moved from the West Side to 970 Park Avenue, just off Eighty-second Street, and she released her interest in her late husband Peter White’s trusts in favor of her children. Each one received 142 Irish pounds—a nice bonus for a young person in New York, and one that must have come in handy. All the young Whites took full advantage of the city’s social life, hitting the town routinely. “I adored dancing,” Carmel recalled. So did much of America, as the century moved into its teens. The tango was undergoing one of its recurring bursts of popularity, as was a tortured-seeming new step, championed by the popular professional dancers Irene and Vernon Castle, who described it as “the sliding and poetical Castle Walk.” It was actually more of a slide, with dancers never lifting their feet off the floor; done well, it took place with military precision. The couple had opened Castle House, where socialites, including Mrs. Stuyvesant Fish and Mrs. William Rockefeller, spent their afternoons “castleing,” or whatever the verb might be. For those who actually had to work, night was the time to move to music, and Carmel and her siblings did exactly that.


Through friends of the Aberdeens, Carmel found a new dance partner, an attractive young Canadian, and the couple soon became engaged. “His name was Arthur Fitzpatrick and he belonged to a family who thought themselves grander than grand, though I didn’t know that then,” she wrote of the only son of the Right Honorable Sir Charles Fitzpatrick, then the lieutenant governor of Quebec. “I knew only that I loved him, and he loved me, and that when his family invited me for a cruise on their yacht I was determined to do him proud.” She headed up to Canada’s Murray Bay for the trip, bringing along a wardrobe of too-girlish-looking Peter Thompson sailor suits that she discovered almost instantly were altogether wrong. A photograph of her shipboard with the suitor in question, himself looking rather weaselly in a mustache and cocked fedora, reveal her to be charming, fashionable or not, impossibly slender, and radiating a very becoming happiness. But her moment of bliss was brief. Chatting with her snobbish prospective mother-in-law, the imposing Lady Fitzpatrick, young Carmel let drop, proudly, the crucial fact of her mother’s career. In so doing, she sealed her fate.


Married to an Irishman, Lady Fitzpatrick must have experienced her share of snobbery by others. But a daughter-in-law whose family was in trade? It was inconceivable. Before long, alas, her son began to see things his mother’s way. “I couldn’t believe my eyes or ears,” Carmel writes. “That he would be able not to be in love with me!” But apparently he was. He paid a final visit to her family’s Park Avenue apartment, where the couple closeted themselves in the drawing room for an entire day, presumably winding down their engagement. “Nobody knew what was going on,” her mother later said. But not for long. Within a few years Fitzpatrick moved on to another young woman of Irish descent, Blanche Preston, who was only sixteen at the time of their marriage, in 1916, and presumably more palatable to his parents. The whole experience marked Carmel for life; in the words of one of her nieces, Julie Groupp, “she became bitter.”


So rather than moving on to a new, glamorous life, Carmel found herself still at work with Mama. The future must have looked bleak. By now she was in love with clothes, so that must have offered some consolation. But her mother dominated, and any of Carmel’s attempts to contribute her thoughts, about fashion or, indeed, anything else, fell on willfully deaf ears. Yet there were occasional consolations. In the summer of 1914, Carmel joined her siblings Victor and Christine, both still art students, in Florence, where both had gone to study with the artist William Merritt Chase. Here, Carmel took up with a young friend, Walter Pach, who had studied with both Henri and Chase, and was then living in Paris. (He’d soon return to the United States where he would make his name as an art historian, artist, and critic.)
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Carmel White c. 1915


Later in the summer, Pach and the three White siblings migrated to Paris to meet up with Douglass, in town for the openings. For Carmel the trip was a visual feast. She visited gallery after gallery in Pach’s presence, even making a pilgrimage to what was then a holy site for impressionist art: the rambling apartment at 35, rue de Rome of Fox’s New York neighbor, the famous art dealer and collector Paul Durand-Ruel, then in his mid-eighties. The place had been given over to impressionism: Monet had decorated the dining room and his canvases, as well as ones by Pissarro, Renoir, and the like, were clustered together, seemingly as plentiful as air. As she eyed one painting after another, Carmel had the satisfaction of discerning which ones were masterpieces before Pach uttered a word. “My apprenticeship as an editor had begun,” she later wrote. Her eye was honed in other ways, too, notably at the couture collections, which she attended once again with her mother. Also in the French capital, she visited a fortune-teller for the first time, again with her mother, with whom she shared a lifelong fondness for seers. From this point on, Carmel would keep tabs more or less constantly on the unseen world, a passion that would never wane.


As exciting as her trip had been, everything faded after she returned to New York in mid-August and found herself back within the walls of T.M. & J.M. Fox, sometimes modeling, sometimes selling, sometimes picking up pins. She worried that she’d never escape. She dreamed of a job in journalism and asked one of her mother’s friends, Frank Simonds, a New England newspaperman and political commentator, to read some sketches she had written about Ireland. But things never went much further than that. Simonds commended her, not on her writing exactly, but on the fact that she had something to say—a not insignificant achievement for any author. It was clear that writing wasn’t her forte; his comments “pointed, I like to believe, toward my future career as an editor,” Carmel remarked.


War had broken out in Europe in August 1914, but for a while, far away in New York, it scarcely seemed to change things at all. But those in the fashion world knew that, with Germany declaring war on France, that country’s entire fashion industry would probably come to a halt. Sitting on the top level of a double-decker Fifth Avenue bus one day, Edna Chase, Vogue’s formidable editor, came up with the idea of creating a Fashion Fête in Manhattan to bolster the local fashion industry. “And suddenly, as if a little bird had flown into my brain with a full-fledged scene I had the vision of organizing a great show that would give the American designers a chance to see what they could do . . .” (Amazingly, Chase’s fears went unrealized: the French fashion industry actually resumed production a short time after war was declared.)


The fair, which was held in November 1914, presenting homegrown couture—gowns by O’Hara, furs by Revillon Frères—to the matrons of New York, was a milestone in the history of American fashion. Over a hundred outfits were on display from the city’s most prominent dressmakers, among them T.M. & J.M. Fox. Fox had even, as would become richly ironic later on, designed the gown that Chase—the indisputable star of the evening—wore to the fête, a concoction that Douglass had entitled Golden Dream. Chase was quick to assure this country’s fashion allies that her advocacy of American modes didn’t mean the rejection of French ones. “A break from Paris was not intended,” she remarked afterward. “Rather, it was to uphold the tradition of smart dress, endangered by conditions abroad.”


And those conditions were increasingly being felt back home. In 1915, Carmel’s brother Victor White headed off to France to work with what would eventually be called the American Field Service (AFS); their brother, James, would follow him into the same service in the following year. And Christine, too, headed overseas, in her case to work for the American Fund for French Wounded, an organization that raised funds for the support of military hospitals in France. Christine’s departure filled Carmel with envy: “From that moment I wanted above all things to go, too,” she wrote. “I needed to get away where I would be useful, as I felt I wasn’t in the shop. But there were difficulties about my passport, so the next summer I got no farther than Hyannis Port, where my mother had taken a cottage for the summer.”


Talk about an anticlimax—Carmel, who longed to be in or near a theater of war, found herself summering on a sandy promontory instead. Still, it was an eventful season. Douglass bought a car, “in those days a very complicated machine.” On the day it was delivered, she hired a mechanic to give her daughter an hour’s lesson, then ordered her distinctly uncomfortable progeny to take her place behind the wheel. “Naturally I wasn’t fit to drive, but I did,” Carmel cheerfully recalled. “I had to!” She reports that their neighbors, the Hulls (probably Margaret Anglin and her new husband, Howard Hull) were terrified at the sight of her loose on the road. Still, “once my shyness wore off, the fearlessness I inherited from my mother took over.”


By now Carmel’s brother Tom had become engaged to Virginia Gillette, a young woman from an old American family. They knew each other through their siblings—Carmel and Virginia’s sister had been friends in New York. This was a rare trajectory in those days, to be launched from Ireland into the heart of the WASP establishment, and one that Carmel would later follow as well. Their mother’s New World marriage, though, wasn’t faring as well. In a letter she wrote to Tom during his engagement, which had taken place on February 22, 1915, Carmel indicated that her stepfather was still in the picture. Still, her description was guarded, to say the least. “Uncle Ned and she are on only rather good terms,” she wrote on 10 East Fifty-seventh Street stationery, implying in the next line that she made a point of never discussing her mother with her stepfather. Clearly, the union was strained.


Two weddings took place, perhaps uncomfortably for Carmel, whose own engagement had ended so anticlimactically not long before. One was Tom and Virginia’s in August 1915, in a vast, eight-bedroom Victorian summer house on Lake George that had long been in the Gillette family. In marrying Tom, the pedigreed Virginia was almost certainly ensuring a secure future: it was apparent to all around him that this young man would be a success. In a letter written a month or so before the wedding, Douglass described for her future daughter-in-law a typical day in her son’s hardworking life. “You probably know that Tom leaves here at eight o’clock every morning and doesn’t return until after eleven o’clock at night. As well as that, he has worked every Sunday with the exception of Sunday and Monday last week.” She added that “it is hopeless to either worry or try to do anything for him, because as he says the work is to be done and if the day was ten hours longer they could still find plenty to do to fill it in.”


Here and in other correspondence Douglass was welcoming to her new daughter-in-law—clearly she approved. Yet for all her apparent joy at the union of Tom and Virginia, just after the wedding, also in August, she underwent a mysterious collapse. She wrote to Virginia from a sanatorium in New Jersey saying that she was dangerously exhausted and in a doctor’s care, citing the “extra strain of modernizing in 57th Street” as the cause. Presumably, the condition of her own marriage didn’t help. And she might have been under financial pressure, too. The United States had entered an “acute business depression,” as Tom White told his aunt Suie, one of his mother’s sisters, in Ireland in a March 1915 letter, adding that T.M. & J.M. Fox had lost money in the two earlier years. “She has made such a loss that her working capital is seriously diminished.” Whether the family finances were really in trouble, or whether Tom was just trying to forestall a handout to family back in Ireland, can only be guessed. Nothing else about Douglass’s circumstances, including the fact that her family now traveled first class when heading to and from Europe, implies much of a financial strain.


Christine and Victor cabled their congratulations to Tom and Virginia from Paris, where both were fully occupied with the war effort. Victor, who had been one of the founders of the AFS’s Ambulance Corps, served for more than a year and a half as part of the Second French Army in Baisieux, in the Somme, under harrowing circumstances, bringing wounded to field hospitals from the trenches or from shell-proof dugouts. He, along with his entire ambulance section, was awarded the Croix de Guerre for bravery after they endured a fierce and prolonged bombardment, and he made another contribution, too, by immortalizing the AFSAC’s work with brush and color. (He memorialized his corner of the war by painting a scene of the Argonne Forest during intense fighting. And a painting of his from this period is perhaps the most impressionistic, romanticized image of an ambulance ever put to canvas.) White would later receive a second Croix de Guerre for his service, too. After he left the AFSAC, his brother James, fresh out of MIT, took his place, serving for six months and sharing in the same award when it was given to his own section.
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Carmel (right of groom) at the wedding of Tom and Virginia White, Hulett’s Landing, New York, 1915


The second wedding took place after Christine returned from Paris to marry a physician, Francis Holbrook, whom she’d met in France. She’d wired the news of her engagement to her mother, who promptly offered to finance a Paris trousseau. After Christine arrived at the family’s Park Avenue apartment, in December 1916, with her precious cargo, “we watched her unpack her trunk with eager curiosity to see what the French couture was doing,” Carmel writes. Many Parisian fashion houses had closed during the war. Madeleine Vionnet’s had shut down, as had that of Paul Poiret, who, to a chorus of tears from his assistants, had announced that “an artist is nothing when a soldier is wanted” and gone off to fight, wearing the blue-and-red uniform of the French infantry.


Even so, exquisite things were still being made. The French government, beleaguered as it was, had taken steps to bolster one of its important industries. As Anne Rittenhouse reported,


France, in her time of stress, has brought home her tailors and cutters and fitters from the front in order that the making of clothes should go on, so that the women and children would be fed. ... France has urged and commended her great designers to keep their houses open and create new gowns for the trade.



One designer, Madeleine Chéruit, who was best known for her afternoon dresses, sounded the battle cry: “Women must have clothes, war or no war. And those who make them must have a way to earn their living. We shall keep open and make what we can.”


The clothes that emerged from Christine’s trunk, including a wedding gown by Madame Chéruit herself, were of beautiful quality and very much in the latest style. Although dresses had become less structured, there was still a stiffness to them, from Lanvin’s embroidered daywear to the more tailored creations of Vionnet. When Christine took out a dress of almost subversive simplicity, it made all the others pale, instantly, in Carmel’s mind. The showstopper was a straightforward wool jersey shift with a collar of something Carmel described as “dubious fur.” (It was probably rabbit, which the dress’s creator favored at the time.)


Its designer, a young woman named Coco Chanel, was, in America at least, a complete unknown. She’d started her career by wearing a striped Breton sailor shirt—the kind French sailors wore—and a pleated skirt of her own design to the races in the fashionable resort of Deauville, accessorizing the outfit with ropes of false pearls. The look was an immediate hit, so much so that Chanel soon opened boutiques in that town and in Biarritz, where she sold her own startlingly unadorned creations—jersey tunics, flannel blazers, long linen dresses. There wasn’t a corset, not to mention a bustle, in sight.


Chanel had been influenced by Chéruit, wearing the “walking suits” this designer had popularized before the war. She soon appropriated the concept herself, making her own signature simple suits for strolling and playing golf. But then a rich admirer—Chanel seemed to have legions of them—had come forward as a backer, and this sexy couturier’s career was born. But it wasn’t until after World War I that Chanel, after shortening hems and dropping waistlines, would, with consummate ease, single-handedly topple the fashion world. “In 1919, I woke up famous,” as she has said.
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Christine White


That Christine was able to score such a specimen so early in this young, soon-to-be-legendary couturier’s career must have owed everything to her mother’s Paris connections. Even so, Douglass was appalled. “My mother declared flatly that her good money might as well have been thrown away,” Carmel recalled. Worse still, Christine accessorized the dress as the designer herself did, with strand after strand of artificial pearls. The look was pure Chanel, as fashionable then as it remains today, and it was indeed revolutionary. Since the designer counted the Duke of Westminster among her numerous, jewelry-bestowing admirers, her own pearls were real. But few mere mortals could compete. Undaunted, the women of Paris had, like Christine, begun draping themselves in fakes.


Soon, New Yorkers would, too, but that possibility must have seemed remote to at least two of the women gathered that day around the fashion-filled trunk. Chic American women were, after all, still tightly wrapped and bound. But Carmel knew immediately that the almost impertinently elegant dress before her implied radical changes ahead. “As happens once in a generation, perhaps,” she wrote, “we were in at the birth of a revolution in fashion. I was delighted with the freedom of this new, easy, one-piece style—it took ten years off your age.” Years later, another legendary designer would sum up Chanel’s influence: “With a black pullover and ten rows of pearls she revolutionized the world of fashion,” wrote Christian Dior. The fashion historian Valerie Steele parsed it further: “The real secret of Chanel’s success was not that her clothes were simple or even comfortable, but that they made the rich look young and casual,” she pointed out. “ . . . [T]o wear one’s clothes ‘avec désinvolture,’ in a free and easy manner, was the look of modernity.”


We’ll never know if Christine actually wore the dress in New York, and how it might have been received in that city—so much more conservative than Paris! But we do know that she wore something tamer, the ivory Chéruit, when she celebrated her wedding mass, just down Park Avenue from the Douglass home, at the Church of St. Ignatius Loyola in New York. Not long afterward, in April 1917, America entered the war.


Within weeks, Carmel was on her way to Europe, following eagerly in her siblings’ wake. She joined the American Red Cross in France, serving coffee and food to the “doughboys,” as American infantrymen had been called for the past century (probably because their long-ago counterparts favored the pastry—an ancestor of the doughnut—of the same name). Although the other American girls elected to work in the Red Cross’s officers clubs, Carmel chose a canteen in Paris’s Gare Saint Lazare, where she’d determined that the need was greater. Her days were mundane and inspiring by turns:


It was no bed of roses. You stood on your feet for untold hours, doling out food and supplies to millions of troops and refugees, and then valiantly one-stepped them off at night to “Smiles.” Your life fluctuated between grueling stretches of superhuman work, and brief oases of gaiety on leave in Paris, where every officer treated you as the queen and confidant of all time, regaled you with Champagne. . . .



Carmel was thirty and, like her brother Tom—“a compulsive worker,” in the words of one of his daughters—had superhuman stamina on the job; their mother’s tireless example had served them well. “Mummy learned to survive and really work,” Carmel’s daughter Brigid recalled. “It was instilled in Mummy from her mother that work mattered.” One day, when the girl on the night shift failed to turn up, Carmel took her place, then continued on through her previously scheduled shift the following day. A major happened by on an inspection tour after she’d spent thirty-six hours on her feet; he was impressed, but concerned, and offered to place her in another canteen if Saint-Lazare proved too much. Carmel declined, which only impressed him further. Soon he contacted her again, with another offer, this time to head all female Red Cross personnel in Paris. She accepted with alacrity.


Her situation improved overnight. She moved from spending her days in a cold, drafty railroad station into an office at the august Hôtel Regina on the place des Pyramides, deep in the heart of the fashion district that would one day, symbolically at least, be hers. The place Vendôme—even then full of couture houses—was only meters away; the chic rue du Faubourg Saint-Honoré not much farther. But that wasn’t Carmel’s geography during this particular sojourn. What mattered then was that the Regina was a mile from Saint-Lazare, and not too far from other Red Cross centers that she’d been called upon to supervise. She probably rode from one to the other on a bicycle—the streets were full of them during the war. The Red Cross girls could be recognized by their pale blue or violet riding costumes, complete with the divided skirts Americans call culottes, and perky small hats to match.


Carmel moved into the stately Hôtel Westminster, just beyond the place Vendôme on the ironically named rue de la Paix, where she’d stayed with her mother on buying trips for years (and which she would favor for decades to come). She pronounced it in the French manner—Vest-min-stair—and fondly described its “old-fashioned rooms” as looking “like a stage set for Traviata and something about that romantic period epitomized for me the romance and glamour of Paris, already the city of my heart.” She wrote to her mother asking her to pay for uniforms, which she’d already decided to have made at Creed, a fashion house founded by the British tailor Henry Creed in the 1850s, and known for its crisp, elegant tailoring à l’anglais and its use of beautiful fabrics, including supple Rodier wool. The result was about as elegant as a uniform could possibly get. A photograph taken that summer at her Red Cross post in Paris shows it to be snug-fitting, crisply cut. Carmel looks radiant, war or no war, wearing a regulation necktie, like an English schoolgirl, and a flattering, wide-brimmed straw hat, which she acquired from Reboux, spurning the black straw numbers the other Red Cross girls bought at Motsch on the avenue de l’Alma (later Avenue George V). “My fashion sense was improving.”
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Carmel White on the job for the American Red Cross, Paris, World War I


So was the political situation in Europe. After the armistice was signed on November 11, 1918, Carmel and others stayed on to help. American troops were still stationed in France, and they needed to be cared for. Much remained to be done, but the sheer relief at having the conflict resolved—and in the right way—must have tempered the postwar shortages and inconveniences. Carmel sounded distinctly playful in a letter written to her mother on April 2, 1919, on American Red Cross/Croix-Rouge Américaine letterhead. Writing in a breathless, endearingly girlish flutter, she gushed about having met a certain General Andrews. “But wait till you hear the news,” she added, “which is that although he leaves Paris tomorrow he is having Colonel Kerrigan put at my disposal a 5-passenger open Cadillac car. Can you imagine what that means today in Paris. . . . Isn’t it wonderful? Could you believe it to happen to me?”


Although Carmel later spoke of having dated a general in France during the war, her relationship with this particular one was only one of friendship, she averred. In a punctuation-free rush, she assured her mother that


Andrews is just charming—married and not one iota flirtatious or cheap—on the contrary, I think the nicest man I’ve met since I came to France and he likes me I think too that is he just enjoys my company and he knows I’ll give lots of the girls happiness with the car.



The Paris Carmel describes is frivolous and fun, as if the armistice had been an excuse for one big party. She socialized madly, apparently, particularly among the French capital’s Anglo-American community, going to dinner parties, dances, the opening of the Folies Bergère. She was taken by friends to meet Mildred Aldrich, an American expatriate who had become famous in the United States when the letters she wrote to friends during the first months of World War I, some of which literally took place before her eyes, were serialized in the Atlantic Monthly in 1914. (They were later published in the bestselling A Hilltop on the Marne—it went through seventeen printings—and three subsequent books.) Aldrich’s cottage, called La Creste, was in the village of Huiry, just on the outskirts of Paris. Carmel described it, and its occupant, in rapturous terms.


Meaux is enchanting as old and quaint a little spot as there is in the world and Miss Aldrich’s house a nice perfect little dot of a place that enchants you. No money spent but taste and brains and all the atmosphere that old age gives. Miss Aldrich is so much more interesting than her books. She is as plain looking as can be, but is beautiful with a radiant personality—a strong vigorous one—like a Roosevelt in Petticoats.



Carmel and Aldrich were mutually impressed. The writer read the soppy James Stephens poem “Spring in Ireland” to her young visitor and, as if on cue, the Americanized-yet-deeply-Irish Carmel dissolved into tears. Aldrich seemed to know everyone: she was a close friend of Gertrude Stein and Alice B. Toklas, as well as many others, and she knew the poet, too, a fact that impressed Carmel deeply. (“She says Stephens is hideous to look at . . .,” she reported). Aldrich, in turn, was impressed by one of her young guest’s acquaintances. “She adores Margaret Anglin and when she heard I knew her she took me just to her heart.”


Carmel was thriving in her personnel duties, finding positions for the young American volunteers in her care and agonizing over their welfare. When a superior complimented her performance, she took it as a compliment since she was “the kind of person who never says even a wee bit of praise to your face.” And the feedback from her charges was endlessly rewarding.


I do think the girls think I am just and I try to make them happy. You should see the flowers they bring me some days. It makes me very grateful you know mother darling. I can’t be grateful enough to you for letting me have this experience. I’ll never be the same again. I have about 175 people all of whom tell me stories, some tragic, some funny, and I am learning so much of life.



Christine had given birth to a son named John, known to all as Jack, and his photo adorned Carmel’s desk. (“Her wee one looks at me every day and I love to think of her happiness.”) Tom and his wife, curiously nicknamed “Virgin” here, had settled in Jamestown, Long Island, and were trying to have a child; Carmel asked her mother if there was any news on this front, adding, in the witchy way that would always be hers: “Things will soon be materializing I suppose with her. I will burn a candle for her and I think she wants a boy I will make that intention and tell her she can be calmly positive of the result as I have never asked for anything yet that wasn’t granted.” (For all of Carmel’s psychic maneuverings, Tom’s first child was a girl, Nancy, whose actual name at birth was Ann.) The rest of the letter is breathless, familial, appealingly Irish. “I don’t know why am so happy,” she wrote at the end. “The work is hard of course but you know I never mind that. Your very very own, Cara.”


Toward the end of her tour of duty, her brother Tom, then thirty-five, turned up in Europe in what Carmel, in her memoir, describes as “a financial mission with a Morgan partner.” The timing was perfect, since his sister was just winding up her Red Cross work. She took some time to linger in Europe. Tom introduced her to the partner in question, Edward R. Stettinius, and his family, and she became fast friends with young Ed Stettinius Jr., then seventeen. (He would later become secretary of state under Franklin D. Roosevelt.) She joined this extremely wealthy family, who had residences at 1021 Park Avenue and in Locust Valley, Long Island, as they sojourned through Europe.


In spite of the difference in age between them, Carmel and Ed fell in with each other like teenaged siblings; it must have been a relief to move from a position of awesome responsibility to that of being, effectively, a well-cared-for child. In France, the two spent their days bicycling, moving with the family from one hotel to another. Arriving in Brussels, Carmel took young Ed—“an idealistic, religious boy,” in her description—off on a tour of her own. They visited her old convent, the Soeurs de Sainte-Marie, then, in a state of mutual rapture, apparently, moved on to the city’s magnificent Gothic house of worship, the Catholic Cathedral of Saints Michael and Gudula, “that had made an impression on me when I was his age.” If young Ed’s parents approved of Carmel’s influence on their boy, all of that may have changed when, toward the end of the trip, she cheerfully offered to spirit a Stettinius daughter’s wedding veil into the United States, along with her own, newly acquired French lingerie. Carmel adored smuggling, something she would do with enthusiasm for the rest of her life, passing through Customs with suitcases full of label-free French couture clothes, but Stettinius père was appalled and refused her offer. “He was far too law-abiding for that,” Carmel wrote. In early August, when the Stettiniuses and she crossed the Atlantic together on the S.S. France from Le Havre, she was undoubtedly the only smuggler in their group.


For the third time, Carmel returned from Europe to a home she’d never set eyes on before: Mrs. Douglass had taken on a huge flat in the Navarro Apartments at 145 West Fifty-eighth Street. Built in the 1880s as one of the city’s first cooperative apartment ventures, the Navarro was the “first elegant apartment building in New York,” as Carmel pointed out. With most of her siblings still living at home, life there was anything but dull. But the experience of working at Fox, under her mother’s supervision, was numbingly the same. Returning to it was an anticlimax of spectacular proportions. “Back in my mother’s shop my old inferiority complex took over,” she wrote. “Though I had proved my executive ability when I was on my own, under my mother I felt I was nobody. I didn’t like not knowing anything and pretending I did.”


The firm was prospering, at least in real estate terms. Douglass rode the postwar business boom in triumph. According to a New York Times story that ran in January 1920, she signed a twenty-one-year lease that month at 23 East Fifty-sixth Street, while her firm continued to occupy 10 East Fifty-seventh Street. (They had also recently bought 11 East Fifty-sixth Street, probably as an investment, which they, in turn, rented out, also on a twenty-one-year lease.) Her mother’s empire was expanding—and Carmel was stuck.


The 1920s indeed began with a roar: for the first half of the decade, Prohibition’s early years, frivolity, money, excess seemed to be at an all-time high. Manhattan’s social distractions, its swank parties and speakeasies, seemed endless. From this point on, Carmel assumed a Cinderella-like existence where, no matter how depressing things might seem for her during the working day, her youth, vivacity, and beauty paid off handsomely in her off hours. They even, apparently, overcame her Irishness—which was death in New York’s high society, rather more acceptable in the more artistic circles she favored. The legendary “No Irish Need Apply” signs that popped up in that era give a clear indication of what an ambitious young person from the Other Side would face in New York. Prejudice was everywhere—except for those rare young Irish who broke the mold. And the White siblings, including, particularly, Desmond, whom Carmel described as “an Irish charmer,” certainly did that. Carmel, too, was an appealing combination—spirited, funny, naive. As it turned out, she could apply after all.


Her war work in Europe had given her newfound confidence, at least when she was away from her mother. Her social successes seemed to multiply. She didn’t keep a diary—or at least none that survives her—but a close friend of hers, Ruby Ross Goodnow née Pope, did. Goodnow (who would become Ruby Ross Wood upon her marriage to Chalmers Benedict Wood Jr. in 1924) was one of the era’s most promising young New York decorators, and she and Carmel formed part of a floating tribe, nomads who joined together night after night, decamping from parties to restaurants and openings. The designer’s diary from the early 1920s lists the seemingly endless gatherings of this ever-shifting, fun-loving crowd. Inevitably, some took place at Douglass’s home, with plenty of Whites in attendance. At one 1921 party, Carmel looked “lovely in a red gown,” Goodnow reported, and she stopped the show by reciting her beloved “Spring” poem by Stephens—that Irish schmaltz—aloud. At another, Gilda Varesi, an actress then starring on Broadway, told Ruby Goodnow’s fortune with cards. The cast was ever shifting: Carmel introduced Goodnow to Margaret Anglin, and they socialized a lot with Brock Pemberton, a leading theatrical producer of the day, and his costume-designing wife, Margaret McCoy Pemberton.


Goodnow had distinguished herself as a design writer before becoming a decorator, set designer, and proprietor of Au Quatrième, the decorating department of the John Wanamaker department store in downtown Manhattan, which she opened in 1918. Many of her artist friends, including Carmel’s brother Victor, contributed decorative items—panels, screens, and the like—to Belmaison, the gallery she opened at Wanamaker’s to provide art for the home. Among the artists she and Carmel frequented were Eugene Speicher, whom Carmel told Goodnow was “more like Renoir than any American painter” (and who was then painting Carmel’s portrait); Bellows; and her old teacher, Henri. And she knew plenty of writers, too, including a shifting population of the group known as the Algonquin Round Table, among them the political writer Heywood Broun and the famously vicious, yet legendarily charming (to some) critic Alexander Woollcott, both then on the staff of a morning paper, the New York World.


Night after night, Carmel would bask in the glow of her admiring suitors from this artistic beau monde, only to be cut back to size at work the next morning, like wheat under a scythe, by her mother’s cutting, and quite obviously jealous, remarks. And so it went, like something out of ancient mythology, until she was well into her thirties. Sometimes the bright spots burned brighter. In the early 1920s, Carmel made several trips to her beloved Paris with her mother—attending the collections, staying at the Westminster—but such reprieves never lasted for long. And then this dreary cycle came to a sudden, and triumphant, end. One day, Harry-dele Hallmark fell ill just before the Paris collections and asked Carmel, who was to attend them with her mother, to take notes for “What the Well-Dressed Women Are Wearing,” the witty, informative fashion column Hallmark wrote each week under the name Anne Rittenhouse for the New York Times. “Here at last was something I felt I could do,” Carmel wrote. “I slaved over those notes night after night. For the first time I looked at clothes with a knowing eye, with the result that Harrydel [sic] was delighted with her report.


“I said to her: ‘I’d rather be doing the work you’re doing than anything in the world.’ She said, ‘I’ll give you a letter to Mrs. Chase, the editor of Vogue.’ And with that I was launched on my career.” After meeting with Edna Chase—an intimidating force of nature who worked at Vogue for a staggering sixty years, and ran it for forty—the latter sent her on to meet with Condé Nast, the courtly magazine publisher, who had an eye for talent as well as for appealing young women. Delighted to find both in the form of Carmel, he asked her to contribute articles to the magazine. It was a euphoric moment—she’d long wanted to write. She submitted some pieces, apparently, but we’ll never know if they ran. Like many magazines, Vogue in those days was written almost entirely anonymously: there was no masthead and almost none of its articles were bylined. Still, for Carmel, any connection with Vogue, the preeminent fashion publication in both the United States and Europe, was bliss.


But it wasn’t to last. Soon, like Persephone, she was drawn back into the underworld of T.M. & J.M. Fox. With exquisite ill timing, Douglass fell sick with some since-forgotten malady, and her reluctant daughter was dragooned back into full-time service, overseeing both the shop and the Fox workrooms on Thirty-fourth Street. Yet even this depressing turn of events offered something for a future fashion editor to learn: called upon to supervise 250 fitters and seam-stresses, she wrote, “I began to learn the architecture of clothes.”


By the time her mother had recovered, Nast’s offer must have seemed like a distant, ever-receding mirage. Carmel had put down her pen to run Fox and, given the silence emanating from his direction, assumed Nast had forgotten her entirely. Depressed, she thought of contacting the publisher but never quite did. And then, one crisp morning toward the end of 1920, Nast himself turned up at the shop and, as in a dream, said exactly the words she’d been longing to hear. He had only a minute, the publisher explained, wearing, as always, a stiff collar and a pince-nez, and creaking forward in a half bow. He was on his way to Europe, a taxi was outside waiting to take him to the docks, but before he went, would she, could she, consider coming to work for him at Vogue?


Carmel could barely answer, scarcely needed to. As for asking the permission of her mother, who was fortuitously absent from the shop on an errand, there was no way she’d take the risk. . . . Years later she recalled watching in stupefaction as this messenger from the gods vanished again, leaving her to wonder if their brief encounter had been a dream. (His visit had lasted less than five minutes.) “Goodbye—so it’s settled right now, Miss White!” he called out, almost shouting, as he sprinted out the door to his cab, which lurched away into the roar of noontime traffic. And from that moment, it all began.





3 miss white of vogue


Fashion to me is like a long serial story.
By the uninitiated, the next installment can’t be guessed.


—CARMEL SNOW


VOGUE WAS THE SUMMIT, the apex, the ne plus ultra of the fashion world. It was, quite simply, It. By the time Carmel joined its staff as an assistant fashion editor, in 1921, the magazine, which came out every other Thursday, had long been required reading for anyone in America who wanted to live a fashionable life. It had the highest circulation of all the American fashion magazines. No other one could compete.


Needless to say, one of the overriding pressures of working at such an institution was a sartorial one. The Vogue offices, then on Twenty-fourth Street, were “ladylike (not to say la-di-da) to a fare-thee-well,” as Carmel described it, so a first-day outfit there required careful planning. “I got myself up to kill,” she recalled. She was wise enough to do so in an outfit by one of Paris’s most exciting new designers, Madeleine Vionnet, who was credited with inventing the bias cut and known for her considerable talent as a draper. “I was proud of myself (I still am) for recognizing that here was an artist in fabric,” Carmel wrote.


Madame Vionnet, who had a shop on the rue de Rivoli, was eternally ahead of the curve, dropping corsets as early as 1912. Some of her clothes were so complex that they required written operating instructions. Yet once on the body, if and when it finally got there, a Vionnet dress, with its gentle drapes and folds, had a majestic simplicity. Years later, no less a designer than Christian Dior would say of Vionnet: “Never has the art of the dress designer reached greater heights.”


Even so, Carmel’s carefully planned outfit was all wrong. She knew nothing of the magazine’s dress code, which required hats, white gloves, and silk stockings at all times. But that was the least of it. For her first day on the job, she selected a dress and a matching jacket of dead black crêpe de chine—Vionnet never cared for color—a fabric more suitable for a recent widow than an ambitious young assistant editor. Worse still, her mother having impressed upon her the value of matching accessories, Carmel sank her fashion ship by doing exactly that. She covered her flowing auburn hair with a black hat by “Miss Jessica” (then of Bendel’s), and adding ebony-colored gloves, stockings, and shoes. Douglass had opposed her daughter’s journalistic career from the outset; it’s tempting, in our post-Freudian age, to wonder if she hadn’t, unconsciously or not, hoped to scuttle her daughter’s maiden voyage by arranging such an inauspicious fashion debut. But such conjecture, however delicious, must remain only that.


In any case, and thus attired, Carmel entered the world of Vogue. Founded in December 1892 by a Princeton graduate named Arthur Baldwin Turnure, it was backed by a consortium of the New York rich, among them Peter Cooper Hewitt and Cornelius Vanderbilt Jr. The magazine aimed, as Turnure wrote in the first issue, to create “a dignified, authentic journal of society, fashion and the ceremonial side of life, that is to be for the present, mainly pictorial.” The consortium included some Old Money names, but others that were not, and the magazine was envisioned as a place where the lives of both could be documented. In the nineteenth century, social climbers were fair game: with casual viciousness, an 1887 article in the society rag Town Topics had pondered the question: “Where were the Vanderbilts, socially, even five years ago?” By establishing a journal about society, Vanderbilt and other nouveaux riches aimed to secure a place in it. Which, of course, they did.


Carmel was right to describe the magazine as la-di-da. Its office resembled a hushed, well-run Fifth Avenue apartment, complete with antique furnishings and its own servant class. Even its reception area, Snow recalled, “was bound with leather-bound books (fakes) where the most beautiful girl in the world greeted visitors from behind a Chinese Chippendale desk and asked them to wait in the conservatory.”


[image: Image]


Four young women at Vogue in about 1912 (left to right: Edna Chase, Martha Moller, Marie Lyons, and Grace Hegger)


But it hadn’t always been so. At first, during Turnure’s tenure—lovely alliteration—the atmosphere had been decidedly no frills. But all that changed after Condé Nast, a gentle, fastidious law school graduate and perpetual number cruncher, bought the magazine in 1909. As he rose, the magazine did as well; as he himself became more dressy, the offices associated with his enterprise spiffed up accordingly. Nast had arrived in New York in 1897 to work for Collier’s Weekly. Within a decade, he’d begun putting together the magazine empire that still bears his name. His acquisitions at the time he bought Vogue included House & Garden; later, in 1913, he added Vanity Fair to the mix. Originally called Dress, then Dress and Vanity Fair, it was at first conceived as encompassing fashion, too, although Nast soon reconfigured it to focus on politics and the arts instead. “Where do you date intellectually?” asked an ad for the magazine. “Your clothes, your house, your car, even your dog are in the mode of 1927, maybe even 1928. . . . But what is the date of your ideas?” Such contributors as Sherwood Anderson and Alexander Woollcott—the leading writers of the day—were on hand to keep readers up to date.


Nast was a solid midwesterner who’d had the good sense to marry up. His wife, the former Clarisse Coudert, was “slender, suave, and frighteningly chic,” as one Vogue editor described her. While Clarisse turned out not to be a permanent acquisition, the elegance she’d brought with her proved indelible; after being in her orbit, Nast became known for serious refinement—in his dress, his way of entertaining, his very aura. His wife was the daughter of Charles Coudert, a cofounder, with his two brothers, of the international law firm known as Coudert Brothers, which was established in 1853. An amateur interior decorator, it was she who first gave Vogue the rarefied environment it deserved. Inevitably, “sophistication crept in upon us,” as the magazine’s editor, Edna Chase, put it. (At some point, Clarisse’s efforts would be revamped by the legendary decorator Elsie de Wolfe, a style-setting American residing in France who was frequently written up in Vogue.)
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