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PREFACE

THE BIG PARTY

Big hair, big egos, big dreams. All the ambition and over-the-top stylings of Manhattan in the 1980s—a time when the Reagans ruled the White House and Donald Trump was a mere local developer—appeared on display at the annual Condé Nast Christmas party.

From a distance, this gathering looked like one of those Old Hollywood studio luncheons where newsreel cameras panned each glittering actor, movie director, and famous face. Only this private event for the Condé Nast media empire was far more exclusive, with its “stars” compared to a then-popular television show called Dynasty.

S. I. Newhouse Jr., a small, reclusive man known as “Si,” reigned supreme over this dazzling affair, along with his debonair, long-time editorial director, Alexander Liberman. For decades, these two men controlled an array of glossy magazines—stuffed with perfume-scented pages full of beautiful models, clothes, and accoutrements—which dictated how women should look, dress, and feel.

At tables near Newhouse, each editor was seated in proximity to their perceived favor with the boss. Closest to Si were his most celebrated stars, Anna Wintour of Vogue and Tina Brown of Vanity Fair.

While these two female editors traded polite smiles and bons mots, the press portrayed their relationship as nothing less than a duel. An air of contention pervaded the room like perfume or the aroma of a fine wine. From the moment that Wintour walked through the door as a Condé Nast editor, Time magazine reported, “rumors of a Dynasty-style cat fight with Brown began to circulate.”

Both pooh-poohed talk of any rivalry, and under different circumstances, the two young British women might have been friends. But in the intense world of Condé Nast—where Newhouse presided over a “managed competition” among his editors— a tug-of-war for power and influence was only natural.

This tension seemed reflected even in the group photo taken at these holiday conclaves held at the Four Seasons restaurant, an elegant mid-Manhattan eatery known for its “power lunches.” Usually in these photos, Si could be found in the middle, with Anna standing to his right and Tina on the opposite left.

Virtually everyone in America’s media took note of the Condé Nast fireworks, just as Newhouse intended. No longer would the Newhouse name be weighed solely by the chain of dull gray newspapers started by his father in out-of-the-way places.

“Anna Wintour and Tina Brown have become twin symbols of the new Condé Nast, where glamour and celebrity are the coin of the realm, editors are stars, and Britannia rules the waves,” enthused the New York Times in 1989. “In their glossy journals, they are purveyors of gossip and celebrity, yet they themselves have become celebrities of a sort, fodder for the rumor mills. Their clothes, their homes, their husbands, their rise through the organization, their salaries (said to be very well into the six figures) and perks—all are grist. Wintour and Brown have brought a high-flying style to the company that the gossip columns dote on.”

Though Wintour and Brown, both women in their thirties, came from similar privileged backgrounds in the United Kingdom and married older accomplished men, they were quite different in appearance and editorial style.

At first glance, Brown seemed the most talented, the better writer, the final arbiter of trends and tastes. But Wintour would prove every bit as capable, perhaps more than Brown realized, in their companies’ battle of wits.

Now, with the vantage that time and history allow, All That Glitters looks back at this media world on the cusp of so many changes, one that would define so much of America’s culture and political life today. In the 1980s and early 1990s, Anna and Tina were part of a cast of colorful characters, titanic struggles, petty jealousies, and corrupting influences that defined the lasting impact of the Condé Nast magazine empire. Like some Hollywood sequel, this book provides the chance to follow what happened to each main character in the ensuing years and assess the consequences of their actions.

Back then, the Newhouse family, with an estimated twelve-billion-dollar fortune, was at the height of its power. Si was the king of culture in New York—his privately run company controlled America’s top book publisher, trend-setting magazines that were the “bibles” for industries like fashion and emerging technologies or pre-eminent in the literary world, and the top Sunday newspaper supplement delivered to millions of homes—and he was a force in New York’s social scene with one of the world’s great modern art collections.

The fear and intrigue Si’s name engendered, even among employees, made writing the original version of this book irresistible in 1994, the way chatting compulsively about Caesar must have been for the ancient Romans. Newhouse’s death at age eighty-nine in 2017 made a fuller and more complete consideration of his company’s lasting impact on American life more necessary than ever, especially in the age of Trump, fake news, misogyny, and the #MeToo movement.

Few editors in the history of American publishing made more of a splash in their debut than Tina Brown in the 1980s. As editor of Vanity Fair, she collected a remarkable ensemble of talent and turned around that magazine’s sagging fortunes. She demonstrated a remarkable flair for the Zeitgeist, for catching the highs and lows of American culture like lighting in a bottle. Tina appeared destined to lead Condé Nast into the future.

Buzz, a word she seemed to invent, came naturally to Brown. As a deft writer in her own pages, she penned a 1985 cover story, “The Mouse That Roared,” among the first to detail the crumbling storybook marriage of unhappy Princess Diana and her wimpy husband Charles, the Prince of Wales. Full of juicy details, Tina displayed both a savagery and empathy for Diana, a sort of blonde look-alike, who seemed imprisoned in the old ways of doing things for women. “The English girl is encouraged to be this restrained and almost repressed figure,” explained Brown about the princess. Of course, Tina herself proved to be quite a different Brit in America.

While Brown was brassy and felicitous with words, Anna Wintour was a woman of image and supreme visual style. She seemed born and bred to run Vogue, an ambition she harbored not so secretly for years while watching her father edit newspapers in London. Her signature look—big dark sunglasses that she wore like “armour,” her auburn hair cut in a trademark bob with sharp bangs, and an endless runway of designer dresses—oozed with cool, almost unobtainable, elegance.

But arguably Wintour’s greatest skill was in climbing Condé Nast’s hierarchy, flattering and cultivating the bosses, placing and securing allies in strategic places, and ultimately conducting a long inexorable march to the top. She withstood whispers and jealousies in and out of the company. A hit 2006 movie, The Devil Wears Prada, was inspired by her chilly example. Even when she achieved an acknowledged position as one of the top editors of her generation, she suffered the effrontery of older men like 60 Minutes correspondent Morley Safer, who asked in 2009 if she was, as rumored, a bitch.

“I am very driven by what I do. I’m certainly very competitive. . . . A bitch? I hope I’m not,” Wintour replied. “I try not to be. But I like people who represent the best of what they do. If that turns you into a perfectionist, then maybe I am.”

In the mid-1980s, these two young women entered a media world dominated by men—particularly Newhouse and Liberman—accustomed to treating women as pleasant subordinates. In turning this world upside down, Wintour and Brown challenged the old rules, reflecting the seismic rumbles throughout society.

Both Wintour and Brown were baby boomers, the post-World War II generation who came of age in the 1970s with the emerging Women’s Liberation Movement that redefined the American workplace. No longer were there just a few “girl reporters” in America’s newsrooms, places once consumed by cigarette smoke, musky testosterone, and a bottle of booze in the desk drawer. A veritable army of college-educated young women descended from academia, intent on grabbing power, money, and fame as much as any red-blooded male.

By the late 1980s, women in their thirties like Wintour and Brown were looking to break the “glass ceiling” of male corporate power and weren’t going to take no for an answer.

In retrospect, this story about Condé Nast—what happened between its assemblage of famed writers, editors, photographers, and hypemeisters—now seems secondary to the larger fin-de-siècle tale about America’s transforming media, culture, and politics at the end of the twentieth century taking place right under their noses.

In the 1980s, print was still preeminent, the time-honored method for Newhouse and his family to build a multibillion-dollar fortune. Si and his highly paid minions—with their A-list parties, perks, and celebrity-filled galas at the Metropolitan Museum of Art and after Hollywood’s Oscars—seemed oblivious to the fundamental class, race, and economic divisions within the country.

Outside their door, the Internet—with its huge threat to Newhouse’s finances—loomed like a storm in the night, an earthquake causing a seismic shift in the media’s tectonic plates. Everyone seemed to be laughing and tittering about the Clinton sex scandal until the thunderous shock of September 11, 2001, when advertising dried up and so many walls came tumbling down. These changes, though, would be about more than just money and technology.

As a troubling sign of things to come, this book examines the blend of hype and political favor-trading between the Newhouse empire and powerful figures like the Reagans in the 1980s. In this celebrity roundabout, gossip was no longer light and fluffy amusement, but rather a potent political weapon.

We’re reminded that these murky tabloid waters spawned a young Donald Trump, perhaps the greatest beneficiary of our celebrity culture. In the 1980s, Trump relied on Newhouse and his best friend, Roy Cohn, a crooked right-wing lawyer and counselor to New York’s top mobster, to help burnish his image and to create his “brand.” Long after he was gone, Cohn’s malevolent influence continued to be felt.

As this book details, Si proposed and published Trump: The Art of the Deal, the 1987 bestseller that made “The Donald” famous and eventually put him on the road to the presidency. Newhouse’s Condé Nast editors, like Tina Brown and Anna Wintour, celebrated The Donald and his various wives and latest ventures in their pages.

Both Wintour and Brown were also major media enablers of another bête noire of our age, Harvey Weinstein, the flesh-grabbing Hollywood movie producer who allegedly accosted various models, starlets, and a host of other women. Both Anna and Tina eagerly promoted Weinstein (Brown even became business partners with him) until Harvey’s personal horrors—kept from public view for years—were finally exposed by other media outlets.

Both top editors claimed not to know anything of the rampant rumors of Harvey’s behavior that swirled around them. Such are the many ironies in the story of Wintour and Brown—the two most prominent standard-bearers of the Condé Nast media empire during its heyday. Their aspirations, their remarkable talent, their treatment by men like Newhouse and Liberman above them were very representative of the struggle by women to achieve the top rungs of power in traditionally male-dominated companies. What happened to them, with their up and downs, is illustrative of so many female subordinates who dream of one day running things.

In this sense, All That Glitters is a parable about the subtle pressures within American media, where power, fame, and sexism are sprinkled with easy compromises and ethical corruption. Today, these issues are very much as alive as they were in the 1980s. And journalistic trust, accountability, and public service are still something many are willing to forego as long as they have a seat at the Big Party.

So back we go, in this updated version, to a fabulous, contentious, mystifying, modern Byzantium as I observed it more than a quarter century ago . . .
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CHAPTER 1

OFF WITH THEIR HEADS

And now, Liz Smith with the latest . . .”

The image of New York’s doyenne of gossip flashed on the television screen, a smiling face of celebrity dish and Hollywood delights on the chatty WNBC-TV news program called Live at Five.

This seemed hardly the place for a public beheading. Yet all that was missing on this lazy summer afternoon in June 1988 was scaffolding and a black hood.

In one fell swoop, Liz Smith told her audience that Grace Mirabella had been fired from Vogue, the world’s best-known fashion magazine, and would be replaced by Anna Wintour.

After thirty-six years at Vogue, nearly half as the magazine’s editor-in-chief, Mirabella was gone. And now everyone in the world seemed to know about Grace’s firing—except her.

Soon the telephone rang at Mirabella’s home. Her husband picked it up.

“Listen, have you heard Liz Smith?” a friend on the other end asked in a tone of grave finality. “Turn on the TV.”

Mirabella’s husband, Dr. William Cahan, a well-respected surgeon, dutifully recorded the information. Before Mirabella arrived home from work, he called her with the bad news.

At first, Grace didn’t believe it. She was just about to leave the office. Surely, she would have been told before departing. The whole notion of learning about one’s firing from a TV show seemed tacky, unworthy of a Vogue editor—too unstylish.

Undoubtedly, though, the departure signs were there. Those little intimations of mortality an editor in the Condé Nast magazine kingdom receives before the Scythe of Death appears.

Mirabella had witnessed the same treatment accorded to Diana Vreeland, the mercurial high priestess of haute couture, whom she had abruptly replaced in 1971 as Vogue’s editor. There were the same none-too-subtle, contrary remarks that Alexander Liberman, Condé Nast’s suave, commanding editorial director, left scattered throughout conversations with her, usually concerning an upcoming issue or layout.

Or one of those condescending ways Alex would begin, letting you know just how deep the trouble you were in was.

“Dear friend . . . ,” Liberman intoned, with his icy continental manner, finely chiseled face, and penetrating stare.

As the éminence grise of Condé Nast magazines, a brilliant and turbulent force of nature for more than forty years, Liberman was the prophet of perpetual change, a man who could sense the oncoming tides of upheaval and always manage to survive. With fear and awe, he was called “The Silver Fox,” though never to his face.

Liberman had been Mirabella’s mentor, a source of support when she transformed Vogue into a magazine more appealing to working women—a move that proved to be a tremendous success.

Now, this one last time, Mirabella called upon him, hoping he would tell her the truth. Their conversation was brief.

“I’m afraid it’s true,” Liberman told her. “Talk to Si.”

He was right. Only one person could say with utmost certainty whether Mirabella had been fired—S. I. “Si” Newhouse Jr., the billionaire owner of the Condé Nast magazine empire and the most powerful American publisher of his generation. Together, his family’s wealth exceeded that of Queen Elizabeth II and the House of Saud.

To preserve this multibillion-dollar enterprise, Si’s moves were often stunning, even brutal. His actions were sometimes portrayed as part of some overall philosophy, vital to the company’s success.

“Change is change—it doesn’t happen slowly,” Newhouse once stated, giving a rare public explanation. “The concept of complete satisfaction is like the concept of truth. You can move toward it, but you never entirely get there.”

This epistemology of change—even the momentary sacrifice of stability that the swift chop of an errant editor’s head would bring—seemed necessary to keep his company’s revenues flowing. Indeed, the Newhouse verve for an occasional bloodletting had a familiar eighteenth-century ring: Quand il y avait la guillotine, il y avait du pain! [When there was the guillotine, there was bread.]

For Si Newhouse, change was essential, the secret ingredient to his family’s perpetual success.

Grace Mirabella understood all of this, though she still refused to believe her firing would ever happen in this way.

At her home that evening, Mirabella decided to call Newhouse and inquire about the TV news report.

“Is it true?” she asked.

“I’m afraid it is,” replied Newhouse, with hardly a word of apology or explanation.

The next afternoon, Newhouse attempted to repair some of the damage by offering a sizable severance package and labeling Mirabella’s departure as a “resignation.” Still, there was no denying this bloody mess. Mirabella was livid at the public spectacle of becoming the latest sans tête, another in a long line of editorial decapitations for which Si Newhouse would become notorious.

“The way it was handled was graceless—without making a pun,” Newhouse later admitted. “The P.R. of it got all bitched up. So fine. But it wasn’t a spur-of-the-moment decision.”

Indeed, Newhouse and Liberman had planned, quite methodically, to replace Mirabella at Vogue with thirty-eight-year-old Anna Wintour, their newest star import from Great Britain—in the same way they’d recruited wunderkind Tina Brown, also in her thirties, to enliven the near-mummified Vanity Fair magazine a few years before. VF endured two quick beheadings of editors before Brown’s arrival.

The competitive relationship between Anna and Tina was just beginning. But another rivalry was already clear. To Mirabella, it was no secret that Wintour—younger, sleeker, and more enchanting to the two men who controlled the company—had always coveted her job at Vogue.

“The rumors quickly began that Anna Wintour was being groomed to succeed me—but I didn’t believe them,” Mirabella later said, recalling how Liberman told her not to worry. “The vultures were circling, but I didn’t even see them.”

Grace wasn’t the only one. Newhouse’s sudden “off-with-their-heads” ways were recorded by the press with a certain morbid fascination, the body counts piling up like a prolonged St. Valentine Day’s Massacre.

With each firing, the public import seemed magnified, often played out prominently on the front pages of America’s most-respected newspapers. No one was safe, no matter how firmly affixed to a publication’s masthead.

Newhouse’s management style resembled “a revolving door,” as Time magazine described it in 1990, featuring a photographic lineup of severed Newhouse editors.

The head shots of the beheaded looked like a Who’s Who of New York’s media world in the late twentieth century:

William Shawn, the legendary New Yorker editor, who was praised by Newhouse as one of the great influences on his life shortly before Shawn was canned.

Anthea Disney, the editor of Condé Nast’s Self magazine, who learned of her firing during her vacation, when Newhouse unexpectedly stopped by her home with the grim news.

Robert Bernstein, the chairman of Random House, Inc.’s book-publishing group, who was forced to “resign” and endure a seemingly orchestrated media campaign by Newhouse’s organization that portrayed Bernstein, a guiding force behind the company’s phenomenal growth, as inattentive to the bottom line.

André Schiffrin, the publisher of Pantheon Books, who was pushed out in a way that provoked dozens of writers and editors to protest publicly outside the doors of Random House.

Other lesser-known editors fell victim to the Newhouse chopping block in a variety of ignominious ways. For instance, Louis Oliver Gropp, the editor of House & Garden, found out he was being axed when he called in for messages while standing at a public telephone at a California airport.

Even those who replaced the beheaded were not spared the blade.

Robert Gottlieb replaced Shawn as the New Yorker’s editor and believed himself to be a close Newhouse friend. But later, on a trip to Japan, he too got the axe.

A cartoon character in Gottlieb’s final issue of the New Yorker in September 1992 captured the gallows humor gripping the entire staff. In it, a boss with a manic smile looked about an empty room.

“Ahhh, the smell of freshly mowed employees,” he chirps.

Perhaps the cruelest departure was inflicted upon Margaret Case, a longtime society editor at Vogue.

Case had been associated with the magazine since 1926, the halcyon days of Condé Nast himself, the man who established Vogue as the bible of the fashion industry and who employed an office full of young women whose surnames appeared in the Social Register.

A very dignified woman, Case had a well-developed sense of who belonged and who didn’t in Vogue’s rarefied strata, as though she could sniff out a person’s breeding. For more than forty years, Case went to work every day at Vogue, until she arrived one morning in 1971 to find movers in her office.

No one in the Newhouse organization bothered to tell her that she had been fired. “They decided to get rid of her,” as Diana Vreeland later wrote in her memoir. “She didn’t get the hint.”

The moving men explained they were here to take her desk away.

“But it’s my desk,” Case said. “It’s got all my things in it.”

No matter. The moving men poured her belongings—years of papers, photographs, and letters—into cardboard boxes, which were later dumped at her apartment.

Margaret Case, almost eighty years old, was devastated. She went home and stayed there, until one morning when her body was found in the courtyard of her apartment building. The next morning’s obituary page said Miss Case “fell or jumped” from the bedroom window of her Park Avenue apartment.

One of her neighbors, Mrs. Vreeland, had no doubts about the cause.

“She threw herself out a window because she was eighty, she was out of work, she had no money—and she’d been dismissed in the most terrible way,” Vreeland later wrote. “She’d gone out the window, sixteen floors. She was as neat as a pin. She was in a raincoat fastened to here, a little handkerchief, all the buttons to the very bottom, and a pair of slacks. I mean she had thought everything out!”

Whatever the reason, Margaret Case managed to exit her window with more dignity than when she had left through Si Newhouse’s door.


CHAPTER 2

THE FAMILY BUSINESS

Tales of rapid departures and bloody ruptures cast a certain phantasmagoria about Si Newhouse and his media-hyped reign of terror. Si, the Omnipotent! “The Lord High Executioner,” as one business magazine called him. Another likened him to Howard Hughes and Citizen Kane.

Discreetly in tiny agate type, at the bottom of each Condé Nast magazine’s masthead, the public could find his name—S.I. Newhouse Jr.—the mysterious, cryptic head of the largest privately held media fortune in American history.

The speculation about his family’s wealth—created by his father, newspaper baron S.I. “Sam” Newhouse Sr.—underscores how little is known about him. Eight billion dollars, ten billion, even thirteen billion, as Fortune estimated in late 1993, are the figures bandied about when trying to establish his worth.

“There aren’t many absolute rulers around these days, on thrones or in executive suites, but S. I. (“Si”) Newhouse Jr. comes close,” Time magazine observed in 1992 after his controversial switch of editors at the New Yorker.

Inside the Condé Nast building, then at 350 Madison Avenue in midtown Manhattan, where Si Newhouse made his headquarters, whispers of intrigue and betrayal filled the halls. They were compounded by the byzantine secret methods of Newhouse himself.

Si was famous for arriving at his office in the dark every morning, sometime before 5:00 a.m. Some top editors who reported directly to him were said to receive their pay in separate checks, from different subsidiaries inside the Newhouse company, so that no one but Si knew the true amount.

He walked around the office in socks.

During lunch at the Four Seasons or on long plane flights with his executives, Si didn’t tolerate inquiries about other parts of his kingdom. Like his father, Newhouse disdained corporate meetings. He eschewed most small talk. Family questions would just lie there untouched.

For more than two generations, the Newhouses’ international media conglomerate had been run like a neighborhood grocery store, with dozens of family members personally overseeing every detail. As if their fortune could be found somewhere under a mattress, the family avoided any large-scale borrowing to finance new acquisitions, often preferring to pay cash.

The story of Newhouse and his family business was often enmeshed in myths and embellished half-truths. The few who tried to examine the Newhouses closely were either stonewalled or threatened with lawsuits. For a man who had reaped a fortune from free speech, Si paradoxically demanded a wall of silence about himself and his activities. His money did the talking instead.

Despite all the media hype surrounding his company, Si remained, in many ways, an enigma. His glittering world at Condé Nast appeared far different from the lucrative newspaper chain built by his father, Sam, a genius at turning nondescript papers into money-making machines. Unfortunately for the communities they served, those Newhouse newsrooms were given as little money as necessary to perform their tasks. As press critic A. J. Liebling described him, Sam Newhouse was a “journalistic chiffonier,” a scavenger of third-rate newspapers who possessed “no political ideas, just economic convictions.”

The family’s billions, which Si shared with his younger brother, Donald, were taken for granted as part of an inherited birthright. Yet most remarkable was the immense distance the Newhouses had journeyed in the span of only three generations—from a ramshackle immigrant apartment on New York’s Lower East Side to their children’s uptown Park Avenue duplexes and well-mannered country estates.

Since Si’s birth in 1927, when his father began a little privately owned company on the outer borough of Staten Island, Advance Publications had grown to become a powerhouse in the media industry. Their catalogue of “properties” was legendary.

At various times, the Newhouses owned dozens of daily newspapers, big and small with virtual local monopolies, in states like Ohio, Oregon, Pennsylvania, Missouri, Louisiana, Michigan, Alabama, New Jersey, and upstate New York. During the twentieth century, monopoly papers were a virtual license to print cash, with pretax profit margins of up to 30 percent. Their Random House publishing arm included Alfred A. Knopf, Pantheon, Crown, Times Books, and its namesake imprint with an array of bestselling authors. Their Condé Nast subsidiary became international, with versions of magazines like Glamour, GQ, Vanity Fair, and Vogue appearing in Germany, France, Italy, the United Kingdom, and elsewhere around the world.

Beyond print, the family’s cable-television franchises reached more than one million American homes, including some cities where they also owned the local paper. The family’s newspaper collection also possessed an influential Washington-based news bureau and distributed Parade, the largest Sunday rotogravure magazine in the nation.

In the broadest sense, the Newhouses, like other great family dynasties, secured a place in the American pantheon of wealth and power, as much as the Rockefellers, Fords, du Ponts, and even the Kennedys.

However, for all of the Machiavellian power and corporate intrigue attributed to him, Si remained a refractive personality, like some mirrored ball swirling above the party, reflecting different flashes of insight with no certainty of what is inside. Even for his children, he was difficult to understand.

“How he is within the family, I can’t say,” said his son Wynn, who remained distant from his father for part of his young adulthood. “I’m knowing him better all the time. He’s a complex person.”
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Most of Si’s personal life—far from his public image as a self-assured tyrant—was spent in a confusing struggle for a clear identity, a true sense of self. Indeed, understanding the relationship between father and son in the Newhouse family, from one generation to the next, appears crucial.

To those few in whom he confided, Si depicted his early life as a struggle to distinguish himself from his famous father, Sam Newhouse, a hard-driving spirit who kept dominating his oldest son until well into adulthood.

Si always suffered by comparison. After the shame and uncertainty of dropping out of Syracuse University—which received millions from his father and later dedicated a journalism school bearing his name—Si floundered in various parts of his father’s newspaper company. He was a sullen, awkward lad who resembled the comic figure of a young Jerry Lewis, an object of coworkers’ ridicule. He endured a failed early marriage, a difficult relationship with his children, and a lingering doubt about his ability to be entrusted with the Newhouse family fortune.

At times, these expectations and pressures became overwhelming. Suicide became a threat, sometimes an obsession. As a high school teenager and later as a college student, Si confided his loneliness, his sense of alienation, and the continuous thoughts of ending his pain. His closest friends at that time included a future congressman, Allard Lowenstein, and Roy Cohn, the controversial lawyer who became a family adviser.

The fear of failing his exacting father, a constant standard-bearer, seemed a source of unspoken torment destined to shape Newhouse’s life as much as any other force. This uncertainty surrounding him would linger for many years.

Si Newhouse didn’t achieve his own sense of public identity until late in life, after his father died in 1979 at the age of eighty-four. Over time, Si gave up the more frivolous aspects of his bachelorhood to settle into a long marriage with an attractive, fashionable woman, Victoria de Ramel, the ex-wife of a French count, who shared his interest in the arts. He also took his place in the Newhouse company as chairman, the greater among equals with his younger brother, Donald, a solid, steady type who once seemed destined to inherit his father’s leadership mantle.

Finally free of his father’s long shadow, Si forged the Newhouse empire in his own image, adding billions to its coffers and great luster to the family name. Whatever the root cause, Si became legendary for perpetual and often tumultuous change, his constant need to rediscover an identity and recreate himself.

It was a lasting irony that Newhouse—who once felt so desperate and dominated himself—was now portrayed as an intolerant beast, a source of torment, an imperial boss who would just as soon fire and hire as compromise or concede.
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While Sam Newhouse liked to portray himself as a distant, hands-off owner (usually to get his hands on a new “property” available on the market), his son Si proved anything but an absentee caretaker. By the late 1980s, Si ruled with a velvet fist at Condé Nast. And oh, what a splendid fist it could be.

In his kingdom, top editors like Tina Brown, Anna Wintour, and a handful of others were treated like royalty with exorbitant pay packages and lifestyle perks. Even executives fired by Newhouse were given generous severance packages and paid to remain quiet.

Many of these prized editors, like Anna and Tina, were influenced more by Fleet Street and England’s rigidly class-conscious society than by the traditional schools of American journalism, whose practitioners, they pointed out, blather on incessantly about ethics. At times, the Newhouse headquarters seemed like a boarding school for transplanted Brits who recognized only one journalistic crime: being boring.

To many, the Condé Nast stylization of celebrity and gossip became a permanent part of the American cultural diet, displacing whatever sense of social responsibility these editors and their billionaire owners may once have felt toward their audience. In Vogue and Vanity Fair, foreign dictators, wealthy tycoons like Donald Trump, and a veritable parade of Hollywood stars were treated ever so lightly by Newhouse’s editors—as friends to be toasted and never examined closely.

The sharp difference between pretense and reality in the Newhouse kingdom—and the lack of culpability for what Americans read—was sometimes galling, even to friends on the social circuit.

“Last month, Ivana Trump, perhaps the single greatest creation of the idiot culture, a tabloid artifact if ever there was one, appeared on the cover of Vanity Fair,” complained Watergate journalist Carl Bernstein about Trump’s first wife. “On the cover, that is, of Condé Nast’s flagship magazine, the same Condé Nast/Newhouse/Random House whose executives will yield to nobody in their solemnity about their profession, who will tell you long into the night how seriously in touch with American culture they are, how serious they are about the truth.”

Like their billionaire owner, a collector of modern art, Si Newhouse’s hip slick magazines celebrated the acquisitiveness of the 1980s—a gilded time when America pulsed to the rhythms of Michael Jackson, junk-bond kings, and Ronald Reagan. And like its owner, Newhouse’s empire epitomized the ethos of the age. Call it trickle-down media, the modern equivalent of “Let them eat cake.”

His approach to publications—what editorial director Alex Liberman once called “the Newhouse concept”—set a pervasive tone for many top media companies today. In a 1979 New York Times profile, Liberman defined this “Newhouse concept” as the involvement of the business side in virtually all editorial decisions. The circulation department, knowing what sells, had to approve each front cover. Newsstand sales were all important. Reader polls and marketing research dictated what went in—and stayed out of—Condé Nast magazines. In Liberman’s description, the artistic soul of his publications, its fundamental DNA, could be found in numbers plotted on a graph.

“The old magazine said, ‘Take it or leave it, I’m a beautiful thing!’” explained Liberman, who eventually deferred to the Newhouse methods with Vogue. “But today everything has changed. We always have to keep the reader in mind.”

A few years earlier, former Vogue editor Diana Vreeland’s clash with “the Newhouse concept” led to her demise. “If you broaden your public so that you have to keep each and every reader in mind, then perhaps you lessen the impact of everything,” Vreeland complained. “The real question is whether you’re trying to anticipate what the reader wants, or whether you have a dream of your own that you want to do something about.”

But the Newhouses were pragmatists rather than dreamers. For Si’s father, the “Newhouse concept” meant making millions from the family’s chain of sleepy newspapers around the country by primarily serving advertisers and local business interests, with readers seemingly a second thought. Si took this concept one step further. At Condé Nast, the separate walls of editorial and paid advertising often blended into one thin veneer.

In more fashionable terms than his father ever imagined, Si reaffirmed the Newhouse view that publications exist to sell products. That he did so with more panache than anyone in America’s media world is indisputable.

Si transmogrified his father’s traditional approach – squeezing each possible penny from the family’s chain of undistinguished “cash cow” newspapers—into a much more sophisticated, jaded aesthetic. Newhouse’s name would be no longer likened to that of a ragpicker or a comic buffoon.

In his private memoir to his adult children, Sam Newhouse hardly mentioned Condé Nast at all. Yet within this realm of haute couture that barely earned a footnote in his father’s story, Si Newhouse found a haven, a place where his own sensibilities developed.

As in any self-respecting dynasty, keeping the fortune intact for future generations of Newhouse children remained paramount. In this regard, Si proved an unqualified success, a son who built upon the mighty fortress his father left him.

What remains unanswered, though, were the many broader truths and public issues inherent in one man’s control of a dominant conglomerate in a democratic society—questions that deal with the very essence of what Americans read and learn about their world, the accountability of the press in a time of growing public distrust, and the narrowing boundaries between news and commercial boosterism. In the twenty-first century, these questions about the integrity of America’s information and media ownership were as fundamental to society as the purity of the water we drink or the air we breathe.

From this vantage, Newhouse’s silence seemed to spring more from the arrogance of his power than from any foible of his personality. Accountability was the last thing he wanted, except to his relatives, who looked to him to ensure that this great family enterprise continued running.

Anyone who questioned their multibillion-dollar media empire would receive only a silent, quizzical gaze. Or perhaps the same response when Newhouse refused a 1987 Fortune magazine interview about his company and its countless millions derived from the First Amendment.

His answer, about making themselves accountable to the public, was as elliptical as the man himself: “My brother and I feel this goes against all our principles.”


CHAPTER 3

A GRAND ACQUISITION—CONDÉ NAST

As the story goes, Sam Newhouse was leaving his Park Avenue town house for a walk one morning in 1959 when he asked his wife, Mitzi, what she would like for their upcoming thirty-fifth wedding anniversary.

“She asked for a fashion magazine,” said Newhouse, who by this time in his life knew how to tell a good yarn. “So I went out and got her Vogue.”

Anyone acquainted with Sam Newhouse’s career knew this oft-repeated tale had been embroidered, if not outright fabricated, for he was hardly inclined to do anything on a whim.

True, Mitzi Newhouse was pleased by the cachet that owning such a magazine would bring. But the five-million-dollar purchase of Vogue—the perennial fashion bible and a virtual pictorial tribute to the social calendars of America’s elite—and the assortment of other Condé Nast fashion magazines were just a small part of Newhouse’s effort to diversify his burgeoning media empire.

After learning of its availability, Newhouse seemed willing to pay almost any price to acquire a controlling interest in this stable of advertising-rich publications. As Si Newhouse later recalled, the broker handling the deal first told his father that the asking price for the Condé Nast magazines was $500,000.

“It seems like a good deal,” the elder Newhouse replied, authorizing the sale.

Later, the broker was forced to call back with the bad news that he had misunderstood the price, which was actually ten times greater.

Sam Newhouse barely blinked. “It still sounds good.”

The offer also sounded good to Iva Sergei Voidato Patcévitch, the elegant, silver-haired president and publisher of Condé Nast Publications, Inc. Patcévitch was known as “Mr. Pat.” He informed his staff that the Newhouses were only acting as “private investors,” with assurances of “no change whatsoever in the policies, management or operations of Condé Nast Publications.” For years, the firm had carried on merrily, insulated and somewhat oblivious to its slipping finances.

The magazine company was named for Condé Montrose Nast, its legendary former owner, who had died nearly two decades earlier. Since 1909, when Nast purchased it, Vogue had been single-minded in its mission as an arbiter of style and taste among the rich. Along with his longtime editor, Edna Woolman Chase, the dapper, Gatsby-like Nast, once a poor boy from St. Louis, projected a vision in Vogue of Paris fashions and New York high life.

Rather than aim his magazines at a wide audience, Nast positioned Vogue as a publication for society’s upper strata. He sold it to advertisers with discriminating appeal. “Class, not mass,” he insisted. While some fine writing and photography could be found, its essential purpose was never in doubt: to sell merchandise. His intent was to “bait the editorial pages,” as Nast described it, “in such a way as to lift out of all the millions of Americans just the 100,000 cultivated people who can buy these quality goods.”

From a small society periodical, Vogue evolved into a successful fashion magazine that became the centerpiece of Nast’s collection of publications, which included Vanity Fair and House & Garden. In 1929, Nast lost control of the company following the stock market crash. His finances never fully recovered. Vanity Fair, arguably the best magazine of the 1920s, ceased publication in 1936 as times changed. Yet three years before he died, Nast managed to create Glamour magazine in 1939, which became one of the most popular young women’s magazines in the United States and at times the company’s biggest moneymaker.

Although Nast’s ownership stock eventually transferred into the hands of British publishers, Vogue never lost Nast’s sense of social flair or entitlement. With Vogue showing the way, the Condé Nast magazines impacted the rest of the country, based on his self-professed theory that “taste percolates downward.”

Vogue remained constant in its effete approach, chronicling the accoutrements of the beautiful people of the 1960s just as Condé Nast had celebrated New York’s café society in the 1920s.

“It becomes increasingly apparent after a short visit at Vogue that most of the staff acts, dresses, and talks as if it had walked right out of its own magazine pages,” writer Gay Talese observed in a 1961 Esquire magazine feature titled “Vogueland.” “Whatever else may be said for it, Vogue does offer a kind of balmy escape for those thousands of female Walter Mittys who, under the hair dryer each week, can flip through the gossamer pages and perchance dream that they are the Countess Crespi lolling on the Niarchos’ three-masted schooner, they are at Monaco being sketched by René Bouché, they are flying their own Beechcraft toward some exotic spot far, far from Osh-kosh . . . far, far from the Bronx.”

Patcévitch, as chief editorial executive and publisher, managed the company for the next two decades, until the British owners, the Berry family, offered him an option to buy their controlling stock. Unable to afford the company himself, Patcévitch shopped his option around unsuccessfully (Henry Luce’s Time Inc. rejected the asking price) until the Newhouses entered the picture in 1959.

At the time, the Condé Nast publications included Vogue, with its circulation of 415,000 readers, Glamour, Bride’s, House & Garden, and the Vogue Pattern Book, as well as a Connecticut printing plant used by other publications, including the New Yorker. Behind this chic veneer, however, the Condé Nast magazines were losing money. Sam Newhouse acted swiftly to stem the red ink.

Newhouse also moved against the competition, buying up Street & Smith publishing house. He shut down one of its magazines, Charm, and melded it into Glamour, which essentially appealed to the same young readership. By gobbling up a competitor, Newhouse’s ad salesmen were able to sell Glamour as the first women’s magazine with a circulation of more than a million. He did the same with the magazine Living for Young Homemakers, whose readers were combined with those of House & Garden. Another Street & Smith title, Mademoiselle, became a prominent player in Newhouse’s assortment of glossy magazines.

Although Patcévitch stayed in place during this transition, he reported to Sam Newhouse every Monday or Tuesday over lunch. Before the first year of Newhouse’s ownership was complete, the Condé Nast finances had been turned around, with reported net profits of $1.6 million.

The transformation turned out to be much more than financial, however. The man once described as a ragpicker among newspaper owners, whose mother had toted clothing on her back to sell to other Eastern European émigrées in New Jersey, was now the wealthy owner of America’s best-known fashion magazine.

Sam Newhouse still depended on his monopoly newspapers as the financial engine for his empire, churning out profits in much greater amounts than could ever be realized from monthly magazines. But he realized the buoyant effect that owning Vogue had on his social-climbing wife. “I thought Mitzi would get a thrill out of it,” he said when asked about the purchase.

Sam and his wife became members of the Condé Nast board of directors, with Mitzi flying once a year to Europe to make the rounds of the fashion houses and to be treated royally as the new owner of Vogue. She threw lavish parties for her friends, who included a number of top Condé Nast editors and advertisers. She even took credit for making sure Vogue employed models in her petite dress size.

In its pages, the magazine celebrated Mitzi as a pillar of New York society, with little mention to readers that her husband owned Vogue. In one 1964 feature, titled “People Are Talking About . . .”—a familiar place of honor in the magazine—Mitzi Newhouse was reverently profiled and described as “pastel, fragile, with the look of Belleek porcelain.”

The most profound change from the Condé Nast purchase, however, occurred with Si Newhouse, who had wandered from job to job within the family enterprise, never quite finding his place in his father’s kingdom.

Before then, Si had spent a number of years at the Newark Star-Ledger, the provincial newspaper whose dull, bulky appearance must have seemed even more so compared to trendsetting Vogue. As with all Newhouse properties, a family member was assigned to watch over Condé Nast. At first, Sam Newhouse kept an eye on the company, but soon that responsibility fell to his son Si, whose interest in the world of Condé Nast expanded rapidly.

Away from the day-to-day oversight of his father’s newspaper empire, Si seemed to relish the challenge. Although the purchase was publicized as a gift for Mitzi, as one Fortune writer later observed, “It also turned out to be a present for Si, who moved in to learn the business and found the world of slick magazines entirely to his taste.”

Shortly after the acquisition, Si began working at Glamour, where he would learn all aspects of the magazine business. By the mid-1960s, he had established himself in the magazine world of Condé Nast and was appointed as the publisher of the American edition of Vogue, a position once held by Patcévitch.

Some who had worked with the family for many years recognized how quickly Si Newhouse responded. “He loved it much more—right from the start—than the newspapers,” recalled Ray Josephs, the family’s longtime publicist. “That was his niche, and Sam was never interested in the magazines. Sam was raised in the newspaper world.”
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To guide him through the hodgepodge of magazine publishing, Si relied heavily on Richard A. Shortway, an energetic advertising manager at Glamour who would work daily with Newhouse for the next five years. Dick was a handsome man with a deep voice, rugged appearance, and personal charm in the mold of the actor Harrison Ford. As a fighter pilot during World War II, Shortway flew thirty-one missions over Nazi Germany, earning several medals for his heroism.

Within the business, Dick Shortway was considered a great salesman—an outside guy—who was able to entertain clients at luncheons or dinners and convince them to advertise with Condé Nast. Not everyone had it in his gut to be a pitchman, certainly not the ever-shy Newhouse.

“Si never went outside; he was always an inside guy,” recalled Peter Diamandis, a Glamour salesman at the time, who later became a top Newhouse publisher and then formed his own multimillion-dollar magazine company. “But with Dick, he went out and talked to retailers, cosmetic-company executives. Dick was a little bit of a mentor for him. He was a terrific salesman—a very tough, no-nonsense outside guy who would take rejection well. I think he taught Si something about taking rejection, if you can work your way through it.”

Dick Shortway, like his new boss at the time, was in his midthirties and had recently seen his marriage fall apart. The similarities, though, ended there. He still remembers the day he first walked into Si Newhouse’s office.

“Have you got a minute?” Shortway asked.

Newhouse looked up from his desk and smiled meekly. “Yes, I’m . . . honored,” said the boss’s son.

From all appearances, Shortway, with a bit of the salesman’s swagger, possessed the unswerving self-confidence young Newhouse lacked.

At Glamour, Si was a socially inept executive who remained guarded in conversation. At times, he could be both sad and self-deprecating about his inner mood swings. Upon returning to work after a few days on vacation, Si showed up at an advertising sales meeting, sporting a deep tan and a new suit.

“I was in the room when someone said, ‘Boy, you look great, Si,’” Diamandis recalled.

Si just stared without expression.

“That’s on the outside,” he replied.

Given his own piece of the family empire to run, Si Newhouse became enthusiastic about the newly purchased magazines as he learned about the business from Shortway. After he arrived at Glamour, Newhouse relocated next to Shortway’s office, where they talked endlessly about strategy and how best to sell the magazine. Si was a quick study. He soon suggested new ideas for special issues or features, asking Shortway whether he thought they could sell enough advertising for them.

At least once a week, Shortway joined Si for informal dinners, where the conversation usually focused on business. “I’d go to Si’s house and it would be just he and I—or I might bring one of our senior advertising people along—and we would discuss things,” said Shortway. “His houseboy would come to the door and say, ‘Hello, Mr. Shortway, would you like a scotch and soda?’ Si would come up in blue jeans, no shoes, no socks, and a sweatshirt. And Pedro, his houseboy, would serve us dinner.”

By that point, Si had divorced his first wife, Jane, with whom he had three children, and lived in a fancy East Side duplex with two terraces. As if to underline his independence from his father’s Spartan approach, the usually media-shy Si, then thirty-eight, consented to an interview with the New York Times for a story about being a bachelor living in Manhattan.

“It’s very much me at the moment,” Si told the Times, which pictured him relaxing with his abstract paintings and jackal fur rug (made from fifty skins imported from Greece) and wearing black espadrilles on his feet. As he sat with his legs crossed, Si waited for his Filipino servant, Pedro, to finish pouring him a cup from an elegant white teapot. Raving about his houseboy, whose cooking range extended from spaghetti to duck, Si described him as “one of the great luxuries of the world.”

Through their work together, Shortway and Si became friendly and would occasionally double-date. When Sam and Mitzi hosted an engagement party, marking Si’s intention to marry Rachel Crespin in the early 1960s, Dick was one of the guests who attended. He was surprised weeks later when “all of a sudden, the whole thing was off.”

Si trusted Shortway enough that he occasionally asked him to escort his mother, Mitzi, to social functions when his father wasn’t available. “Si didn’t go to those things; he avoided them,” Shortway recalled. “Si would ask me, ‘Do you mind taking my mother?’”

At family parties, Shortway sometimes encountered patriarch Sam Newhouse. Invariably, Sam pulled Shortway aside and asked him privately, “How’s business?”

Although Shortway was in the old man’s employ, his loyalties were clearly to the younger Newhouse, who represented the future. If difficulties existed at Si’s company, Shortway wasn’t going to mention them. Dick fobbed off the elder Newhouse’s inquiry with a quick answer: “Good” or “Promising.”

Somehow, these fuzzy responses, lacking any detail, satisfied Sam Newhouse. “Okay, good, keep working,” he replied and walked off to rejoin the party.

Shortway’s ascent through the company was accelerated by his close working relationship with Si. In 1962, Shortway moved from Glamour to Vogue as its advertising director. At that point, Si was overseeing Vogue’s operations as well as the rest of the Condé Nast magazines. Shortway suggested Si take the title of publisher, but Si objected.

“Newhouses don’t take titles,” he told him.

But by 1964, Si Newhouse was formally named Vogue’s publisher, and Shortway became his associate publisher two years later. Much of the reason for that promotion was that Si didn’t like to go out to meet people.

“Si was never an outside person, didn’t really want to be on the outside,” recalled Shortway. “I said, ‘You have to have someone on the outside with some degree of power,’ and so he made me associate publisher and let me be the outside guy and he was the inside guy. He made every decision, though, I assure you.”

For old family hands like publicist Ray Josephs, the evolution in Si Newhouse’s demeanor and approach was quite evident. Very early one morning, Josephs recalled, he met with the boss’s son at his Condé Nast office and was struck by the change. The young man who had once seemed lost in the family business now seemed quite focused and assured.

Hours before his employees arrived, Si was busy at work in his stark white office, with a few paintings hanging from the walls and a pile of magazines stacked up in a corner.

“He was at the desk with a calculator, toting things up on his own, figuring out percentages, what this paper was doing and what that magazine was doing,” recalled Josephs. “Not with a bevy of assistants around, but by himself, scribbling things down. He used this system of early starts, doing it himself and getting a feel for all the publications by the calculations that he himself does. He had a desire to find those areas where he could make constant improvement.”
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