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What is the chief end of man? To get rich. In what way?
Dishonestly if we can, honestly if we must.


—MARK TWAIN


If the people want blackmailers and other criminals vigorously
prosecuted without fear or favor, they will elect Judge Jerome.


—NEW YORK HERALD, NOVEMBER 3, 1901


In the early evening of January 4, 1901, a crowd is beginning to form around 871 Fifth Avenue, the palatial residence of one of the city’s richest and most powerful men. They have come out on this frigid night to catch a glimpse of the diamond-draped women and men in swallowtail who are expected at William Whitney’s society ball, though it will be hours before any of the guests arrive. A celebration of the formal debut of his niece Helen Barney, the party is also an occasion for Whitney to unveil his splendid new home, one of his friend Stanford White’s most lavish creations. For the gawkers outside, a broad span of wrought ironwork over the main door offers a meager but tantalizing view of the mansion’s green onyx vestibule aglow in the light of three immense bronze chandeliers.


As darkness descends and their numbers increase, Captain Titus of the 25th Precinct keeps a watchful eye on the crowd, ready to leap into action at the first sign of rowdiness. Then, at precisely 11:00 o’clock, the hour named on their invitations, the guests begin to arrive. As the New York Times reports the next morning, the “flash of the carriage lamps and the clang of the motor gongs” alert the sidewalk spectators that their patience is about to be rewarded. There are gasps as Caroline Astor, unbent by the weight of her magnificent diamonds, glides toward the entrance like a majestic battleship lit up for the night. When the stunning Cryder triplets are sighted wearing identical “frocks of white lace over white satin,” excitement reaches a pitch that has Captain Titus on the alert.


Many of the four-hundred-odd guests have come straight from the opera. Passing through splendidly decorated gates acquired by White from an Italian palazzo, they mount a marble staircase to be greeted in the salon by Whitney, his sister Lily Barney, and her daughter Helen. Lily is resplendent in velvet and brocade, Helen demurely radiant in white mousseline de soie, but the one from whom each guest is craving some sign of special attention is Whitney himself—tall, suave, and heartthrob handsome. Profiled in a recent Times magazine, he is described as a man “of distinguished appearance” standing over six feet, “straight and vigorous as a West Point cadet … a staunch and generous friend, and a liberal-minded and public-spirited citizen.”


The transformation of what had been a rather undistinguished residence into this treasure-filled palace fit for a doge has required what the Times discreetly termed “a large amount of money and time.” Others are more specific, citing $2 to $3 million (roughly $65 million today; currency in 2018 is worth roughly twenty-six times what it was then) and nearly five years under construction. Whitney, who has abandoned a promising political career to make his fortune, lacks neither time nor money. While still in his forties he has turned his back on idealism and entered a period of frenetic financial gain. After helping to bring down the Tweed dictatorship in his days as a reformer, when, as New York’s corporation counsel, he successfully contested the Tweed regime’s fraudulent claims against the city, he has made peace with the corrupt Tammany machine, which still controls Manhattan’s Democratic Party. A pragmatic move, it has enabled him to all but corner the city’s transit system with franchises awarded to him by his Tammany pals. In league with the wily Thomas Fortune Ryan, he has spearheaded the creation of the Metropolitan Street Railway Company and its holding company and has been watering stock and emptying the profits into his pocket. It is rumored that he has obtained virtual control of Tammany Hall and acquired a fortune of some $40 million.


Whitney’s ruthless tactics and questionable ethics are surely no secret among those in his social orbit but among his peers his transgressions are largely ignored, if not envied. He remains a society favorite, popular with men, adored by women. It is a small world whose denizens are members of the same clubs, use the same bankers and lawyers, hold neighboring boxes at the opera, and attend the same balls in a city awash in money and fast becoming the financial, entertainment and manufacturing capital of the country.


Geographically close but morally a world away is the bohemian world of the Tenderloin, a square mile of midtown Manhattan devoted to theater, big gambling houses and honky-tonk ranging from plush brothels to noisy dance halls where vice thrives under the protection of a corrupt police force. Stagestruck chorus girls amuse themselves there with high-spirited bachelors who have flocked to the city seeking their fortunes, but the young beauties save their most seductive charms for the uptown millionaires like Whitney and White, who frequent the Tenderloin for a lively good time—and perhaps something more. Adventurous pleasure seekers, they are at ease in the bohemian haunts of the Tenderloin, where the pleasures are illicit but seldom dangerous. For them, Tenderloin vice has a tawdry glamor that offers pleasures more like entertainment—albeit of the forbidden variety—than sin. Its delights are perceived as distinct from those of the degrading and dangerous vice dens of the slums—the dark underside of the city that festers, neglected and largely unacknowledged by the swanning socialites at Whitney’s ball.


At the Fifth Avenue mansion, the champagne is flowing and the revels well under way when the appearance of a tall figure with bristling red hair and a great moustache causes a frisson of excitement to ripple through the room. As the news that Stanford White has arrived travels at lightning speed, heads turn to focus on New York’s most celebrated architect, tastemaker, and man-about town.


White is a close friend of his host, who also happens to be his most lucrative client. It is White who has pillaged Europe to furnish Whitney’s palace with carvings, paneling, staircases, tapestries and entire gilded and coffered ceilings stripped from the Continent’s ancient castles and shipped off to Fifth Avenue. And it is White whose luminous buildings many credit with rescuing the city from its drab brownstone past—a dull uniformity that Edith Wharton once decried for its lack of “towers, porticoes, fountains or perspectives’’: for its sheer “ugliness.”


When they are out on the town White and Whitney are often joined by banker Charles Barney, whose marriage to Whitney’s sister has allowed him to penetrate the highest circles of New York finance and to deploy his considerable financial skills as president of high society’s bank, the Knickerbocker Trust Company. All three men have Gilded Age tastes, but while Whitney has the fortune to fund his extravagance and Barney is a wizard at making money multiply, White, who often expresses his conviction that an architect should live better than his clients, has put himself deeply in debt in the effort. White’s work for the grandees of the Gilded Age is handsomely paid, but money slips through his fingers. In 1884, he had married Bessie Smith, a member of a prominent Long Island family who later inherited a substantial fortune. She has been generous in sharing her inheritance with her husband, though she remains a country girl with little interest in New York society and the lavish life of its millionaires.


White, who is keenly interested in just that, is convinced, like so many of the era’s aspiring titans, that the best way to become a millionaire is to make a killing on the stock market, and he has been increasing his speculative activity since the early 1890s, largely with borrowed money, often with loans arranged by Barney, his banker, client, and longtime friend. Predictably, his losses have outpaced his gains. By 1901 he is deeply in debt, a crushing burden that has had no visible effect on his exuberant social and amorous life or his obsessive acquisitiveness. To the revelers at the Whitney ball, there is no sign of his rising panic; he appears, as always, the irrepressible, charismatic man of the hour.


To a reporter watching the party from outside, the view through an enormous bay window reveals a sliver of the vast ballroom. Brilliantly illuminated, the lavish showcase for the spoils of White’s European raids seems to him to glow “like a great ball of fire.” White’s voracious appetite for Old World treasures is well known among the men and women circling the ballroom, and most are doubtless aware of his equally passionate pursuit of sensual pleasures, notably those involving beautiful young women. Unlike Whitney, however, White stays clear of married women, preferring the younger, more available showgirls and dancers.


While it is not uncommon for married men of White’s caste to spend clandestine evenings with young, unattached women, White pushes the limits, providing not just a more exuberant aesthetic for the new century but carrying the banner for a sybaritic brand of sexual freedom to extremes. He entertains often and extravagantly, keeps a series of secret trysting studios, showers gifts on his amorous interests and within a few months will enter into the most ardent—and costly—affair of his life with the captivating sixteen-year-old chorus girl Evelyn Nesbit. For White, the gilt on the surface is a thin veneer covering a life of dangerous excess. Just as the world he and his high-living clients inhabit is the upper crust that distracts from the urban misery below.


While the grandees are exploiting the imbalances, hypocrisies, and corruption of the city for their private advantage, others have taken up the cause of reform. Chief among them is William Travers Jerome, the fiercely ambitious Court of Special Sessions judge who will soon run a spectacular campaign for District Attorney of New York County. Jerome has been making a name for himself as an incorruptible crusader, capable of cleaning up what people are calling Sin City. After getting his career off to a slow start, he has blazed into glory, seizing unprecedented judicial authority to conduct hair-raising raids on gambling joints and arraigning culprits on the spot before they can bribe their way out of trouble. The raids, during which he joins his ax-wielding men, have sealed his reputation as a rough and ready man of action and created a new star in the political firmament. In his remarkable campaign for DA in the fall, he will vow to not only rid the city of its vice dens and the corrupt police force that feeds off them but also follow the trail of corruption wherever it leads. Even if it takes him to higher-ups in corporations like the Metropolitan Street Railway Company and stops at William Whitney’s door.


Newspaper reporters have been at his heels ever since the first raid. Writers are hailing him as an American “of the new time,” “a new type of man in practical politics,” and he is eager to assume the mantle. He eschews the funereal wardrobes and florid oratory of Old School politicians and has an impressive command of profanity when provoked. He likes his whiskey, good conversation and an occasional card game, and he prefers cigarettes (still called “pimp weeds” by the disapproving) over cigars. He has an easy manner but is keenly aware of his own brilliance and incorruptibility and frustrated by his delayed ascent to a position of political prominence when less qualified men have vaulted ahead. Tolerant of harmless personal indulgence, he is quick to condemn the sins of the self-serving powerful. His willingness to make enemies of them is a point of pride, and he aims his attacks not only at the NYPD and Wall Street but at the clubmen who are his peers, the lawyers and judges who are his colleagues, and—especially risky—at the tabloid press.


During his first term as DA Jerome is a heroic figure—St. George of Manhattan, slayer of crooked Tammany dragons and defender of the oppressed—but in his second term he will come under increasing criticism for his failure to deliver on his campaign promises, putting his reputation and his political career in jeopardy. Then, just as the forces against him are coalescing, he is presented with a unique opportunity to restore his reputation by performing brilliantly as the prosecutor in a trial that promises to capture the whole world’s attention. At the center of the case is the bizarre and deadly sex triangle involving Stanford White, his former lover Evelyn Nesbit, and Evelyn’s husband, the unstable millionaire Harry K. Thaw. With all the elements of a sensational drama—sex, money, murder, and madness—the case promises to captivate the whole world, and Jerome sees his chance to prove that in a contest between money and justice he can lead justice to victory.


In the end, what the trial will prove is that money worship and greed in Gilded Age New York have created a society with no moral compass, where everything has its price, and where the rich have all the power—and all the fun. People v. Harry K. Thaw will reveal a deeply divided city where the building resentment against high society hedonists like Whitney and White, who are able to gorge every appetite and reap every reward of their celebrity status without consequences, is encouraged by the lurid coverage of their depravity in the sensational press.


This is a story of a time, not unlike our own, when New Yorkers were swept up in a contagious lust for riches, when the New York Herald could declare, “In this city money marches before everything else.” It was a time when four hundred of the wealthiest New Yorkers could continue their revels into the next morning in a scene that reminded a Times reporter of “some court ball in a European palace.” For Whitney’s elite guests it was a crowning moment, their dreams of matching Old World extravagance undeniably achieved. Unaware or indifferent to the people’s rising resentment, they danced through the night, mindlessly putting the city on course for escalating class conflict.
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“THE JUDGE WITH THE AX”


“Tut, tut!” said Jerome with a grin,


These games are disguised very thin;


When you hear a cop snore


By a strange-looking door


It’s a cinch there is gambling within.


—WALLACE IRWIN


At the height of the business day on Monday, February 18, 1901, no one at the Parade Turf Club is expecting any trouble. Members who have paid one dollar for a passkey and privileges in what is actually one of lower Manhattan’s most popular gambling houses are blissfully unaware of the forces about to converge on 20 Dey Street, where the “club” occupies two floors above Vath’s saloon. Not the most swank of the illicit gambling dens thriving under the protection of a corrupt constabulary—Vanderbilts and like-minded members of the “gambling gentry” are partial to Richard Canfield’s antiques-filled uptown establishment—but it is extraordinarily profitable.


The Turf Club’s seedy, smoke-filled rooms are buzzing as nearly a hundred men hover around the roulette wheels, the faro bank and the crap tables, ignorant of the raiding party organized by Justice William Travers Jerome, which is already heading their way. Jerome, angry and frustrated by Tammany’s corrupt control over the police force, whose burly chief, William (“Big Bill”) Devery, routinely tips off targets of imminent raids, has thrown off his judicial robes at the Court of Special Sessions and leapt from the bench to take action.


By early afternoon a carriage has arrived to take him downtown to the Cortlandt Street ferry, where six trustworthy police sergeants and two assistant district attorneys are waiting to join him on the top-secret raid. As the driver guides the horses through the chaotic streets of lower Manhattan—then the most densely populated area on earth—Jerome lights up a cigarette. Every precaution has been taken to prevent word of his plan from reaching Devery and the debased police department, but by taking the fight to the enemy, attacking suddenly with a force of ax-wielding men, he is breaking new ground, and his nerves are on edge. As the carriage sways and jogs, he sits upright, his wiry frame, tall and trim, tensed for battle.


For the last half dozen years he has been stuck on what he dismisses resentfully as a “little squirt of a court,” condemned to sentencing longshoremen for brawling and meting out justice day after day to the multitudes of such petty offenders. Highly ambitious, fearless and frustrated, he is too much the fighter for a post requiring patience and an imperturbable disposition, and too politically ambitious to remain stalled in a dark corner of the political arena. He has had to put his ambitions for higher office aside for too long while others, far less qualified in his eyes, have vaulted ahead of him. Now, action at last!


Arrived at the foot of Cortlandt Street, Jerome searches the crowded chaos of the waterfront for the men assigned to wait for him there. Frigid weather has left huge chunks of floating ice to compete with the tumultuous waterborne traffic of tugboats, sloops, railroad ferries, and steamers pushing their way to the piers. Today is warmer, with a slight drizzle, and the gulls are adding their shrieks to the cacophony of the bustling harbor, where rumbling vans and carts are the bass notes underlying a dissonant chorus of longshoremen’s shouts, bellowing foghorns, and piercing blasts from the tugs and ferries.


He finds the eight men and they head for their destination in two carriages. Meanwhile, Jerome’s ally, District Attorney Eugene Philbin, after first stopping at the Dey Street corner to make sure the carriages are not far behind, enters the Church Street police station, throws his ID card on the desk, and orders a platoon of policemen at once. The men in blue, swiftly assembled, are moving en masse toward 20 Dey Street when the two carriages pull up at the saloon and the raiding party enters.


“Gentlemen, what will you have?” the barkeeper asks.


“I think we’ll have that door first,” replies Jerome.


Ignoring the barkeeper’s protests, Jerome and his men rush for a door behind the bar and are climbing a stairway just as the platoon led by Captain Westervelt arrives, filling the street and the room with policemen and sowing panic.


Confronted by a closed door at the top of the stairs, Jerome shouts, “Open in the name of the law!”


There is a storm of protest from the men on the other side, along with threats of reprisals from powerful political connections. Scurrying sounds are followed by stillness. Then the door flies open, revealing an empty room, another stairway, and another door at the top. Rushing to reach the door, the raiding party hears a loud slam and sounds of heavy locks sliding into place.


“Get a sledgehammer!” someone shouts, and after a half dozen good blows the door opens in time for the men to witness a wild scramble for trapdoors in the roof. But there is no escape. Sergeants Clark and McCafferty have scaled the building and are waiting for them.


When the men realize they are trapped and the commotion dies down, Jerome takes a tour of the rooms. In a lounge he is surprised to find eight members of the police force in mufti, who stoutly maintain they are working “under cover.” They have been placed there for the past thirty-five days, they inform him, to collect evidence of gambling—of which they have found not a trace.


The hundred or so gamblers rounded up in another room are also in for a surprise. Justice Jerome, whose personal participation in a gambling raid is unprecedented for a magistrate, is about to defy convention even more radically. Declaring the room a courtroom and himself a presiding judge, he takes a position behind a poker table while each of the men is served a blank subpoena stating, “In the name of the people of the State of New York—To John Doe, the name John Doe being fictitious, but the person served herewith, whose name is unknown, is the party intended …”


As the documents are being distributed to the dejected captives, a well-dressed and distinguished-looking man detaches himself from the others and approaches the judge to claim the privileges of his station, relying on Jerome’s honor as a fellow clubman and a member of his own caste to “do the right thing.”


“Mr. Jerome,” he whispers discreetly, “I can’t afford to be caught here. You must help me get out.”


But he has misjudged his man.


“Court’s in session,” snaps Jerome. “You can take your choice and take it quickly: go to jail for contempt of court, or hold up your hand and be sworn.”


Faced with the choice of using his real name or spending the night in the House of Detention, the unwilling prisoner, whom Jerome and the others have immediately recognized, gives his name: he is Maurice Holahan, president of the Board of Public Works. Afterward, when Holahan protests to the press that he was at the gambling house not to gamble but in search of his “wayward son,” a snide reporter comments that Holahan’s excuse is causing “the town to shake with irreverent laughter.” (Worse, the alibi so angers his son that he will take his revenge by spilling family secrets, alleging that Holahan has had crooked dealings with contractors doing business with his department.)


The other prisoner witnesses, offered the opportunity to leave the Dey Street Court and be spared identification in the press in exchange for a promise to give testimony to the court in private, take the deal. It is late when the proceedings end, but the alleged proprietors of the Parade Turf Club have been arraigned and there is the promise of testimony from reputable men, confirming—contrary to the ludicrous denials of the “undercover” cops—that they have been playing the horses and otherwise indulging their taste for illegal betting at the Parade Turf Club for years. Jerome is pleased with the day’s work. He has a useful list of illicit gamblers for his files and he has their grudging pledge to testify.


In the heyday of yellow journalism, in a city of “voracious newspaper readers,” the high drama of the Dey Street raid is not lost on reporters always on the lookout for a sensational story, a new hero, or a scandal to tie to the filthy rich and serve up “piping hot.” For readers bored with the daily dispatches from a distant war in the Philippines and baffled by the incomprehensible machinations of titans like J. P. Morgan as they move to take control of the nation’s industries, the many-columned accounts of Jerome’s derring-do are a welcome diversion.


Another boon for the press in the weeks following the Dey Street drama is the long-running, highly entertaining duel it sets off between the swashbuckling anti-corruption crusader—“the judge with the ax”—and “Big Bill” Devery, the Tammany machine’s buffoonish bagman, illicit gambling’s protector and beneficiary. At under six feet, with a fifty-inch waist and a size 17 shoe, Devery has the silly pomposity of a character in a comic opera. Before finding his niche as a Tammany stooge, he had been a bartender and a boxer. In 1897, having risen to the position of police captain, he had been convicted of extortion, then had rejoiced as his conviction was overturned—a victory generally credited to police solidarity, his enormous popularity, and a certain animal cunning beneath the buffoonery. Reinstated to the force and appointed chief of police in 1898, he had resumed his deplorable behavior as reformers watched in helpless rage. Occasionally absenting himself from police headquarters for days at a time on legendary boozing binges, he was likely to be recognized, drunk and full of high spirits, touring the city in a hack, tossing handfuls of silver coins to crowds on the sidewalk and watching the scramble to retrieve them.


Never one to settle for the straightforward locution, Devery is a fount of hilariously highfalutin pronouncements and cheerful endorsements of graft—all highly prized by reporters. Among a slew of widely quoted Devery-isms is his rant deriding Jerome and his men as “little tin soldiers runnin’ around this town with pop-guns on their shoulders, shootin’ them off in the streets and degradin’ the community. It’s an outrage. Jerome ain’t goin’ to run this town if I have anythin’ to do with it.” Another favorite is the warning the Chief was overheard delivering to his men, should they ever be “caught with the goods.”


“Say nothin’,” he told them—sage advice that inspired a popular ditty in the Devery vernacular:


Hear, see and say nothin’;


Eat, drink and pay nothin’.


For the young journalist Lincoln Steffens, just launching the career that will bring him fame as a muckraker, Devery is a gift. “As Chief of Police, he is a disgrace,” Steffens acknowledges, “but as a character he is a work of art.”


For his part, Jerome has rarely missed a chance to charge Devery not only with heading a corrupt police force but also with overseeing Tammany’s vast graft operation in the vice districts, deploying his men-in-blue to collect protection money from illicit gaming rooms and from the madams, pimps, and procurers—the full panoply of parasites feeding off the thousands of prostitutes working the streets and brothels. Day after day, the Jerome-Devery duel has played out in the press as a quasi-comic melodrama pitting good versus evil—“Saint George of Manhattan,” who has made it his mission to slay Tammany’s pet dragon before moving on to his boss, the machine’s grand pasha, Richard (“Boss”) Croker.


Vice, like almost everything else in the city, has been allowed to operate only with Croker’s permission and under Tammany’s costly protection. Croker’s kingly powers have been such that no city contract, no nomination—from alderman to mayor—has been allowed to go forward without tribute. No bridge, street, or sewer can be repaired, no brick laid or streetlamp replaced. The son of Irish immigrants who settled in a shantytown that later became part of Central Park, Croker rose to power with street smarts, iron discipline, and a certain perverse but sincere belief in his mission. “Graft at the top,” he once explained, “helped the few,” while “graft at the bottom helped everybody.”


Under Croker’s leadership, Tammany’s Democratic machine provides food, shelter, jobs, coal in winter and turkeys at Thanksgiving for the immigrant poor in exchange for votes and kickbacks—a winning strategy in a city that offers no public services. Graft collected from the city’s vice dens is just one source of the profits that sustain Croker’s vast empire of illicit operations, but it is the most visible. In Jerome’s plan, netting smallfry in his raids is merely a first step as he works his way up from the machine’s small-time but hugely profitable ventures in gambling to finally bring down the whole Tammany operation and expose its highly placed corporate sponsors. For the moment, though, there is satisfaction in knowing that the raids are giving Croker and his cohorts the cold sweats.


Night after night, Jerome has continued to storm his targets, risking his life alongside his men, always trailed by reporters and photographers, whose reward for their high-risk participation has been a steady stream of sensational copy. Robert Dunn, then a reporter for the Commercial Advertiser, later recalled that he seldom came so close to death as when he accompanied Jerome on his raiding parties. On one occasion, during a raid on a joint disguised behind the silken drapes of a milliner’s shop, lookouts took several “potshots” at Jerome, narrowly missing him and the young Mr. Dunn. Customary procedure was to “rush the joint,” which usually involved hacking down doors and engaging in a free fight that sometimes climaxed with gunfire. Then, in minutes, it would all be over. A truck would arrive at the door to load on the roulette wheels and other paraphernalia as “the pistol smoke cleared from the rear fire escape.”


To Croker’s frustration, Jerome’s celebrity has increased with each report of another hair-raising raid. Passionate reformists rejoice in his give-’em-hell attitude, his willingness to push the limits of his judicial authority, abandon accepted protocol, and offend the powerful. For the oppressed in the tenements, resentful of the rich while they live in wretched conditions under Tammany rule, he is a hero, hailed for his fearless attacks on the status quo and praised for finally trying to hold the elites to account. Less enthusiastic are many of Jerome’s social peers, especially those in William Whitney’s circle of uptown clubmen and captains of industry who are not apt to dwell on the plight of the poor or the evils of gambling. Content with—and deeply invested in—the status quo, they view Jerome and his inconvenient crusade with alarm. Jerome, whose scorn for the “hard-hearted” privileged is well known, remains unconcerned. If they are grumbling over their whiskeys in the cushioned luxury of the Metropolitan Club, disparaging his “reckless methods” and unreliability as a defender of their interests, so much the better.


That he may be alienating some among them who actually share his goals for the city and could be helpful in achieving them does not concern him. Only much later will he come to understand that Tammany’s enmity poses less of a threat to him and his crusade than the distrust of the rich and powerful of his own class.
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PASSION SPARKED


My first experience of Mr. White was that he was very unprepossessing,
very kindly, and that he was safe.


—EVELYN NESBIT


On a sweltering day in August Stanford White is expecting guests at his 24th Street hideaway. Headed his way in a hansom cab are two young dancers from Florodora, a bit of musical froth that is having a spectacularly successful run at the Casino Theatre on Broadway. Edna Goodrich, the older of the two, “a big girl, plump and voluptuous,” is a showgirl with whom the 47-year-old White has had a long acquaintance. Her companion, and the real reason for the little lunch party to which White has also invited his friend Reginald Ronalds, is Evelyn Nesbit, the beauty who will become the greatest passion of his life.


Slim, dark-haired, and just sixteen, Evelyn has been dancing with the famous “Florodora Girls” for barely a month, but she is already getting noticed. After arriving in New York from Pittsburgh to join her mother, who had come earlier to look for work, she had easily found work herself as an artist’s model and achieved almost instant celebrity for her exotic beauty. Modeling led to work on the stage, and she has been cast as a “Charming Spanish Maiden” in the Florodora chorus line. Though minimally talented, her striking stage presence has brought more fame, along with a boost in her income that has enabled her to support her widowed mother and younger brother, Howard. Night after night, seats at the Casino Theatre are filled with lustful young men and millionaire connoisseurs of feminine beauty who keep reserved seats in the theater they refer to as “the temple of pulchritude.” They have come to see for themselves this girl whose lovely face, suggestive of both sensuality and virginal innocence, has appeared countless times in newspapers and magazines.


Like them, White, an avid theatergoer whenever his workload as the city’s busiest architect and the rituals of his social position allow, has seen the photos and read the paeans to her seductive allure. One magazine devoted to theater news has described her as “a slight, almost fragile girl, with a magnificent head of hair, fresh eyes, and a smile that is girlish winsomeness itself ”—a characterization that comes uncannily close to White’s own ideal of feminine beauty. Youth, slenderness, innocence, and vulnerability never fail to charm White, whose preference has always been for young beauties like Evelyn, poised between girlhood and womanhood and seemingly in need of his guidance and protection. He has seen several performances of Florodora, and now, finally, having recruited Edna Goodrich as his intermediary, he is about to entertain Evelyn in a setting he has arranged just for her pleasure. Practiced and patient in the art of seduction, he has planned carefully, and although no one who knows him doubts that the pleasure he takes in helping the young women he fancies is genuine, or believes that his generosity in entertaining them and showering them with gifts is no more than a ruse, neither are even his greatest admirers apt to believe that his motives are pure.


As the cab bumps along on its way downtown, Evelyn is euphoric, keyed up, and fidgety at the prospect of expanding her horizons beyond the bleak boardinghouses of her impoverished past, the chilly artists’ studios, the bare-bones rehearsal rooms, and the narrow world of middle-class propriety that her mother aspires to. Financially and socially insecure, Mrs. Nesbit is obsessive about maintaining appearances but weak whenever abandoning her scruples promises to ease the family’s finances. It has taken days to persuade her that Evelyn’s invitation is indeed to a “society luncheon party” and that the society involved is “the real thing,” not the kind likely to arouse the suspicions of Anthony Comstock and his Society for the Suppression of Vice.


Mrs. Nesbit’s fears are not unfounded. Comstock, the city’s self-appointed anti-vice lord, whose obsession with sex is both priggish and prurient, has lately been focusing his zealous crusade for moral purity on the theater district, denouncing it as an “open sore” spreading filth in the streets. His legions of snoops have been prowling the district to find and “save” stagestruck, underage girls whose dreams of glamor and riches, Comstock predicts, will inevitably break their hearts and send them “brothel-bound.” Loathed by civil libertarians and lauded by church-backed groups, Comstock had formed his anti-vice society in 1873 and was later made a special agent of the United States Postal Service, giving him police powers for enforcing public morals, including the right to carry a weapon. He sees himself as the supreme protector of innocent girls and young women, but his approach to “saving” them from the streets or the stage is as ineffective as it is terrifying. And while he is scathing in his attacks against those who would lead them astray, he also rails daily against the “New Woman” and her efforts to save herself by breaking the bonds imposed by a male-dominated society that would have her remain perpetually girlish, pure, and compliant. In his zeal, Comstock has one of them arrested for smoking a cigarette on Fifth Avenue.


When finally Mrs. Nesbit does acquiesce to Evelyn’s luncheon plans, she insists that her daughter dress like a schoolgirl, conveniently disregarding Evelyn’s nightly Broadway performances before an audience of ogling men. Evelyn, exasperated, is obliged to comply, permitting her mother to cling to the notion that no harm could possibly come to a fresh-faced girl in a dress with a skirt cut short at the knee and a huge white sailor’s collar.


Evelyn’s friend Edna, jostling alongside her in the cab, is, by contrast, the image of fashionable sophistication, outfitted in a floor-length lavender dress, her hair upswept in a stylish pompadour.


“Sweet costume,” she remarks, eyeing her companion’s childish outfit, but Evelyn, who has seen her praises sung in the press and recognized the desire in the eyes of her fans, is not, after all, unaware of her beauty and the power it exerts over men. More vexing than Edna’s condescension is her refusal to reveal where they are headed. Evelyn imagines that she may finally be about to set foot in the Waldorf or another of the posh hotels she has been aching to see, but her hopes are dashed when the cab draws up to a shabby building on West 24th Street off Broadway and stops in front of “a dingy little door.”


Dismay turns to delight when the door, through some electrical magic, opens automatically at their approach, admitting the girls, who climb a flight of stairs to the landing, where White is waiting for them. Once inside White’s hidden sanctuary, they find themselves in an intimate version of the splendid salons he has fashioned for the Fifth Avenue mansions and country estates of his wealthy clients. Evelyn will remember the room as “the most gorgeous” she has ever seen, exquisitely oriental with its sumptuous divans piled with “great billowing cushions.” There are “tiny little tables” artfully placed in a decor conceived entirely in red. Crimson curtains shut out the daylight, and indirect lighting—a cutting-edge innovation—casts a warm, rosy glow. Among the tapestries and paintings, a luminous nude catches Evelyn’s eye.


White, who has lavished his prodigious talent on every detail of the room, has achieved the environment of sensuous intimacy he had in mind. There are no window views to distract the girls from their gorgeous surroundings, no opportunities for the curious to peer inside. As a married man, White needs to keep his serial philandering from public view, though in entertaining young women he is doing just what many of his wealthy contemporaries are doing with the tacit agreement of an indulgent upper-crust culture. But if the peccadillos of the privileged merit little more than a wink and a nod among friends, enemies with access to the press are another matter. Like other errant husbands, White’s first line of defense against exposure has been to secure a place on the list of “immunes” kept by the flamboyant publisher of the popular scandal sheet Town Topics, Colonel William D’Alton Mann. Mann, a Civil War hero and cheerful blackmailer, has acquired enormous power over society with his dossiers on its scandal-prone members. Like other paid-up “immunes” on the Colonel’s list, White can expect his dalliances to escape the notice of Mann’s army of spies deployed to beat the bushes for scandal wherever the wealthy can be expected to get into trouble.


White has also put Abraham (“Little Abe”) Hummel, New York’s most unscrupulous attorney, on retainer. A favorite with the criminal underworld, the dwarfish but dapper Hummel (drawn by one caricaturist as Humpty Dumpty) is also a genius at saving the skins of swells caught in compromising positions, at an exorbitant price. Hummel’s specialty is breach-of-promise blackmail. In exchange for a ritual burning of the love letters of besotted family men who have made foolish promises after a night of delirious lovemaking, a fat “legal fee” is extracted from the “client” to be shared with the heartbroken maiden who has provided the letters. More serious from the point of view of reformers, who have him in their sights, are Little Abe’s dealings with the underworld, which are widely suspected of going beyond the defense of its crimes to participating in their commission.


Despite his meticulous planning, White’s imposing size and galvanic personality do not work in his favor at first. Evelyn will recall that her first impression was that White was “not a bit handsome.” To put her at ease, White has invited his friend Reginald Ronalds to make a party of four. White adopts a fatherly manner, indulging Evelyn with her first taste of champagne but limiting her to only one glass. He is rewarded when she begins to enjoy herself, pleased and flattered by the frank admiration of the two men—even more intoxicating than the wine. Appealing to the child that Evelyn has not quite outgrown, White surprises her with his playful exuberance, his powerful laugh delivered as he throws his head back and lets loose. He does nothing to disguise his infatuation.


After lunch and the departure of Reginald Ronalds, White takes the girls upstairs to yet another fantasy room, where Evelyn’s wonder at the extraordinary red velvet swing suspended from the high ceiling is just what he had hoped for. He urges her to climb on, and as she grips the red ropes entwined with smilax, he pushes her higher and higher until her foot pierces a giant Japanese paper parasol hung from the ceiling and they both laugh so hard she complains that her sides ache.


A second lunch at the 24th Street hideaway leaves Evelyn with an even more favorable impression of White, who treats her in “a very fatherly manner.” After that he bombards her daily with gifts and flowers and has cabs waiting at the theater to bring her to his Madison Square Garden Tower studio whenever he hosts one of his fabled parties that mix artists and socialites. On another front, he launches a charm offensive to win over Evelyn’s mother. He invites her to meet him at the impressive McKim, Mead & White offices, where, surrounded by reminders of his professional success and social status, he makes his case. Presenting himself as Evelyn’s well-to-do and trustworthy patron, he offers to pay for whatever she needs. With money perpetually in short supply, the promise of a rich and kindly benefactor is too tempting and Mrs. Nesbit gives her consent, little realizing how consequential a decision it is.


When in late September Mrs. Nesbit lets it be known that she yearns to return to Pittsburgh for a few days, White urges her to go and assures her that he will look after Evelyn while she is away. A few days after her mother’s departure, he gives Evelyn the tour of the offices of McKim, Mead & White. Stopping to introduce her to his partner Charles McKim, he explains, “This little girl’s mother has gone to Pittsburgh and left her in my care.”


“My God!” is McKim’s stunned response.


That night, White sends a Union Club cab to fetch Evelyn at the theater and bring her to 24th Street. Arriving to find no party, she can’t hide her disappointment, but White soon has her laughing as he tells tales about some of his more outlandish clients. In return, she gives him the latest backstage gossip. As they talk, he is pleased to see her yielding to the effects of the champagne, to his gallantry, and to the beauty of her surroundings—“the cozy room with its shaded lights, its thick carpet, its divans, its rare objects of art.”


After supper, as she is preparing to leave, White coaxes her to stay, promising to show her rooms she has never seen. He leads her up a tiny hidden staircase to a small room, its walls and ceiling sheathed in mirrors. Indirect lighting casts a soft glow, and the mirrors create multiple reflections, which have a disorienting effect. White leaves her seated on an immense couch covered in moss green velvet and returns a few minutes later with a beautiful yellow satin Japanese kimono for her to try on. He sits down beside her and fills her glass from a small bottle of champagne before leading her back to yet another room she has not seen before—a tiny rear bedroom dominated by a large four-poster bed with a mirrored canopy. Miniature electric bulbs are tucked around the interior of the canopy and a cozy log fire flickers in the fireplace.


Buttons that control the lighting over the bed produce different colors, and White encourages Evelyn to play with them. An amber glow in the mirrored canopy bathes her in gold. Another button produces a soft rose effect and another a soft blue. Later she will recall finishing her champagne at White’s urging though it was making her groggy. Evelyn’s account of the evening’s events will vary depending on the time and the occasion, but her story of being overcome by drugged champagne proves persuasive. In it, she remembers nothing after she blacks out until she wakes and screams with horror to find herself undressed, lying next to a naked White, with telltale signs of blood on the sheets. In her recollection, White, jolted from sleep by her screams, attempts to soothe her, “petting and kissing” but trembling himself. In the light of day, his carefully orchestrated seduction looks like what it is—the rape of a sixteen-year-old girl, whose shock and revulsion are unmistakable. White, the seasoned seducer, is clearly shaken. His conquest this time, barely past childhood, is unacceptably young in the eyes of the law and in civilized society—it goes beyond even what his circle of loose-living elites would be willing to tolerate. And because Evelyn, so obviously horrified, is also the object of his undiminished infatuation, he trembles at the thought that he has not only just put his reputation at risk but he has also risked losing her. As they dress, he cautions her to tell no one, not even her mother, and then takes her home. When White arrives the next afternoon to check in on Evelyn, he finds her in a trancelike state, sitting in a chair, where she has spent a sleepless night absorbing the shock of her sexual trauma. He tries to soothe her, kneeling at her side and kissing the edge of her dress. He praises her beauty, and resuming his role as guide to a world that he insists has much to offer a girl like her, he assures her that everybody does “these things.” She is so pretty, so slim, he pleads, he can’t help himself. He tells her that he can do many things for her if she will only keep the truth from her mother and let him help her and her family. His fervor is flattering, his promises tempting, and gradually his pleas to his “Kittens” have the desired effect. What he says may not be right, nor even the truth, but his worldliness, his wealth, and position overwhelm her capacity to resist.


At sixteen, though still impressionable, Evelyn has a long history of dealing with loss—of her father, of her home, and of all the treasures of her childhood. She was just eleven years old when her father’s sudden death had left the family penniless and Evelyn bereft of the parent who had been closest to her, the father who had recognized her lively intelligence, had picked out books for her personal library and promised to send her to Vassar. Winfield Nesbit had been her “sun and moon,” she later recalled, and she “his little shooting star.” Without him, the family had struggled to survive, eating one meal a day as often as not and relying on charity. One after another her mother’s attempts to provide for her children had failed, and it had fallen on Evelyn to be the strong one, to put away dreams of Vassar and harden her resolve to do whatever was necessary to overcome her panicky fears of poverty and abandonment and keep the family afloat.


Now, having lost the last vestige of her childhood innocence, she has survival skills to fall back on. She opts to accept White’s worldview, his generosity to her and her needy family, and a role as his lover in a city whose elite worships at the altar of McKim, Mead & White. When she agrees to see him again, it is the start of an affair whose intensity and duration will astonish White’s fellow philanderers and dishearten his rivals for Evelyn—the second-tier swells and stage-door-johnnies who can never hope to compete with the celebrated and charismatic Stanford White.


One exception is a tall, bug-eyed fan whose almost nightly presence at the Casino Theatre has caused little notice. A relative newcomer to the city, his arrival in early 1901 had been heralded by a brief notice in Town Topics. Writing in his column coyly signed “The Saunterer,” Colonel Mann had noted that Mr. Harry K. Thaw of Pittsburgh, very rich and very showy, has been “knocking at society’s portals,” has “procured a card for Mrs. Astor’s ball,” and “has arrived.” With the confidence of a man whose vast fortune has always bought him whatever he craves, Harry K. Thaw is hatching a plan to acquire the “Charming Spanish Maiden” for himself.
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A DIFFICULT LAUNCH


It is heaven’s truth when I tell you that I didn’t smile for six months.


—WILLIAM TRAVERS JEROME


By the summer of 1901, at the age of forty-two, William Travers Jerome, having overcome more obstacles than a man of his class might normally confront, believes his time on the political fringes is about to end. His daring raids have earned him a reputation as a swashbuckling crusader against vice, crime, and corrupt politicians, and his political future looks bright.


In an interview published a few years later in the Chicago Tribune, Jerome spoke candidly to writer James Morrow of the difficulties he had faced to get to that moment, beginning with his early youth, when poor health and a dysfunctional family had made his childhood a misery.


“I had one attack after another of membranous croup,” Jerome told Morrow. “My winters were seasons of terror and suffering. I lost much time from school, and tutors had to come to the house. Besides, my eyes were astigmatic and I was twenty-seven years old before I knew it.”


The implication was clear: someone at home should have recognized the problem and done something about it, but his mismatched parents had other priorities. Catherine, his overprotective and moralizing mother, was intent on keeping her Travers, as he was called in the family, in her suffocating embrace. His father, Lawrence Jerome, always more interested in fast horses, beautiful women, and swift yachts than in his four sons, was content to abandon Travers’s upbringing to his wife’s iron solicitude.


The Jerome brothers—his father, Lawrence, and uncle Leonard—were then among the most popular men on Wall Street, high livers who spent their time winning and losing fortunes, forging opportunistic alliances with Tammany, chasing women and hobnobbing with the very gamblers and pols that Travers would one day set out to destroy. They had married sisters, but while Leonard chose the lively and complaisant Clara (and fathered Jennie, who married Lord Randolph Churchill and gave Travers his famous cousin Winston), Lawrence had inexplicably yoked himself to the straitlaced, puritanical Catherine. Her ridiculous yearning for respectability, her shock at any hint of bawdiness or irreverence had exasperated her children, who referred to her as “the Plague.” She kept a joyless home and, like his three older brothers, Lovell, Roswell, and Lawrence, Travers could not wait to escape. Lovell, born ten years before him, left for West Point and had a successful military career, but the middle sons, Roswell and Lawrence, so disgraced themselves that Travers began to suspect some hereditary family flaw—a propensity for reckless high living and moral laxity—and he would never stop worrying about his own vulnerability. Roswell, who studied law, drank himself to death at the age of twenty-three, while Lawrence, always wild and ungovernable, ran off with the family cook, never to be seen by anyone in the family again. Disinherited “on account of his unfilial conduct,” he lost the only reason he might have returned. Little wonder that Travers, despite a temperament more akin to his father’s broad-mindedness than his mother’s narrow-minded rectitude, was appalled by such destructive self-indulgence and determined to defend himself against it.


Throughout his boyhood, Jerome told Morrow, he had chafed at his mother’s oppressive coddling, which his poor health had only encouraged. She had forbidden all vigorous activity, judging him too frail, and kept him home from school at the slightest pretext. Isolated and unhappy, he had suffered knowing that his peers were leaving him behind. Catherine, fearing the influence of her loose-living husband on Travers—not to mention the example of her other two wayward sons—had been relentless in her efforts to mold him according to her own strict code of behavior, upheld by the twin pillars of propriety and decorum. Her distaste for her husband’s libertine friends—racecourse habitués, yachtsmen and womanizers who found manly fellowship in the Union Club—had been no secret in the family. As a woman of puritan ideals, she had thoroughly disapproved of her husband’s way of life and had once famously observed, “The Jeromes seem to have so much sense of honor and hardly any sense of sin.”


Most upsetting to Catherine was her husband’s association with the wild young publisher of the New York Herald, James Gordon Bennett, who, though much younger, had attached himself to the jolly circle surrounding Larry and Lenny. Charmed by their high spirits and dash, Bennett, who disdained the grim greediness of titans like his archenemy, the abominable Jay Gould, had been especially taken with the brothers’ free-spending ways.


Jerome recalled that the admiration had been mutual, remembering that his father had delighted in his friendship with Bennett, whose occasional visits to the Jerome household had provided some rare relief from the pall cast by Catherine. Even when Bennett’s riotous personal life had necessitated his exile to Paris, he had frequently turned up back in New York for business, always managing to fit in some hedonistic carousing with Larry. This had so infuriated Catherine at one point that she had banned Bennett from the Jerome house, a blow to her children but no problem for Bennett, who had invented ingenious ways to circumvent it. On one notable occasion he had summoned Larry by telegram to a hospital where he claimed he was breathing his last. The “hospital” had turned out to be a brothel, and when the “patient” threw off his bandages and the “nurses” revealed what was under their uniforms, the fun had begun.
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