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To Devon and Ian: 

Indelicate as always, I wallow in your love.



To Dennis: 

until we die, we will remember every

single thing, recall every word, love every

loss: then we will, as we must, leave it to

others to love, love that can grow brighter

and deeper till the very end, gaining

                                    strength

and getting more precious all the way.

—A. R. AMMONS, “IN VIEW OF THE FACT”







These States are the amplest poem,

Here is not merely a nation but a teeming Nation of nations.

—WALT WHITMAN, “CHANTS DEMOCRATIC AND

NATIVE AMERICAN, NO. 1,” LEAVES OF GRASS, 1860



Intellectually I know that America is no better than any other country; emotionally I know she is better than every country.

—SINCLAIR LEWIS, 1935

Damn it, I happen to love this country.

—J. ROBERT OPPENHEIMER, EARLY 1950S



INTRODUCTION

EMILY POST ENTERED THE WORLD ONLY SEVEN YEARS AFTER AMERICA’S Civil War ended. Though most of her family sided with the Union, a few renegade relatives fought with the South, the staunch loyalists who survived spinning heroic stories of General Lee and his horse Traveller throughout their lives. At the time of Emily’s birth in Baltimore, women were being jailed for promoting birth control for married couples; when she died in New York City, women and men, married or not, were campaigning for legalized abortion. A few years before her funeral, befuddled but fascinated, even now, by the latest technology that celebrated the ingenuity of the age, she would watch, on television, the launch of Sputnik. 

She witnessed Reconstruction and Jim Crow, as well as the emergence of Martin Luther King. Her youth was shaped by the high Victorian era, cosseted by the Gilded Age, and then tossed about in the restless years culminating in World War I. Through the Roaring Twenties, the Great Depression, World War II and its domestic aftermath (all revolutions of a sort), Emily Post’s Etiquette: In Society, in Business, in Politics and at Home—magisterial, impatient, collegial, and neighborly—would outlast the ages it reflected and corrected.

When it debuted in 1922, Etiquette represented a fifty-year-old woman at her wisest and a country at its wildest. The preternaturally confident author had her feet firmly planted in the Jazz Age, taking its thoughtful measure in her meticulous way. What Emily initially called her “little blue book” debuted in a Manhattan society intrigued by the Algonquin’s Round Table, where Harold Ross, editor of a new, quickly influential weekly, the New Yorker, held court with a whiskey in hand. Even as sales skyrocketed for Emily Post’s guide to the good but proper life, the same decade would also nurture Dorothy Parker and Ernest Hemingway, Claudette Colbert and Clara Bow, George Gershwin and Louis Armstrong. Etiquette assumed its position within the heady cultural milieu of the 1920s, shaped by the era of its birth even while modifying it.

At its broadest, etiquette—the measure of how we treat one another—reaches across class, race, gender, and culture. For many women, particularly (and through their transmission to their sons and husbands), Etiquette long fashioned our country’s idea and ideal of what it was to pursue a gracious—possibly even a moral—life. Attention to behavior, after all, preoccupied the founders of our nation. Sixteen-year-old George Washington had written his pamphlet Rules of Civility & Decent Behaviour in Company and Conversation: A Book of Etiquette believing that everything he already knew about getting on in life was worth sharing with others.

Though never a head of state, Emily Post didn’t lack for recognition. In 1976 and again in 1990, Life magazine would laud her as one of the most important Americans of the twentieth century. Etiquette, by the 1930s having sold over a million copies, would continue to be touted in the most unlikely moments and places. The list of extravagant citations the book has received in the past few years alone includes admirers as disparate as P. J. O’Rourke, reminiscing about learning how to fit into society through Emily’s book; Joan Didion, using Etiquette to confront her grief over her spouse’s death; and Tim Page, a Washington Post music critic, discovering that Etiquette could help him cope with Asperger’s syndrome.

In 1934, more than a decade after Etiquette’s publication, Ruth Benedict, on the first page of her groundbreaking work Patterns of Culture, would state that “anthropology is the study of human beings as creatures of society.” Lacking the intellectual tools to articulate her own cultural philosophy, Emily Post nonetheless worked instinctively from a similar model. While Benedict was exploring customs far from her native shores, Emily was a domestic anthropologist, plumbing the homegrown soil for its indigenous fertility. She assumed early on that change was endemic to humanity, and that the human task was to adapt to it, preserving the best of what came before and integrating what superseded the past.

Emily Post’s life and work would have been inconceivable without the story of Ellis Island, and the millions of immigrants who sought to become what they considered real Americans during Emily’s lifetime. Between her engagement party in 1891 and the twelfth reprinting of Etiquette in 1924, Ellis Island was terra firma for more than 22 million immigrants. As a little girl, she was granted a singular privilege: while a family friend constructed its base, the Statue of Liberty functioned as her personal dollhouse, allowing the child to play inside its hollow core for weeks. When the statue was completely finished, her beloved father shared the dais with a select group, helping to dedicate Miss Liberty to the American people, especially to those future citizens streaming through the immigration corrals. Such mythical moments braid competing truths about Emily Post and the country she increasingly grew to understand and to appreciate on its own messy terms. Hers was a staggeringly ambitious hodgepodge of a nation that offered liberty and justice to all—but a justice whose blindness, for all its noble intentions, required continual redress.

How could the promise that etiquette bestows be maintained throughout the twentieth century? How, in the face of massive human and natural evils, could Americans believe that considerate social intercourse remained a significant issue? That politesse mattered? If misleadingly superficial at first glance, however, the lady’s solution holds up after all. Emily Post was not alone in maintaining that the art of treating people well is the other side to the act of waging war.
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CHAPTER 1
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IT HAPPENED LIKE THIS—IN MANY RESPECTS AN OLD TALE, WITH nothing original to recommend it. A society man was caught cheating on his wife, and now, his blackmailers agreed, he would have to pay.

Emily Price Post, the adulterer’s wife, was furious. Shocking even herself, for the briefest of moments the usually even-tempered young matron yearned for revenge. Against her spouse, his lover, the blackmailers, and society: anyone who had contributed to this pain. Still in love with her husband, the thirty-two-year-old woman had long ago given up hope that he felt the same about her. She had made peace with her private anguish. What she had not anticipated was public humiliation.

During the hottest days that summer of 1905, the aftermath of Edwin Post’s betrayal played out daily on the front pages of New York City’s newspapers. Such flamboyant publicity bolstered Edwin’s damaged self-image even as it shriveled his wife’s. Now Emily wore, to those few who knew her well, an aura of sadness only emphasized by her husband’s exuberance.

Edwin’s friends had warned him to be discreet, but he had ignored them, sure, as usual, that he knew best. By late April 1905 the cocky thirty-five-year-old stockbroker had become careless about how he conducted his affairs with chorus girls and fledgling actresses. So in the middle of June, when one of them whined, mistaking his attentions for relationship collateral, he made a fatal misstep. He reacted callously, warning her to vacate the Connecticut cottage he kept for such intrigues: she bored him.

Within days of toasting his new freedom from the starlet he had suddenly found cloying, Edwin received a call from a representative of Colonel William D’Alton Mann, publisher of the articulate gossip sheet Town Topics. Mann, already embarked on this summer’s vacation abroad, had left his business in the hands of Charles H. Ahle, his second-in-command. The officious Ahle suggested that he and Edwin Post meet—soon. On June 25 Ahle visited Post, who was unceremoniously instructed to ante up the cash or be exposed to scandal: Town Topics was about to go public with some juicy news of certain interest to Edwin. Luckily, Colonel Mann had left instructions to suppress this gossip if Post subscribed to a vanity book to be printed sometime in the distant future. Five hundred dollars would neatly cover the costs for Post’s copy. He should be grateful, Ahle added unctuously; some other men—more important than Post—had been taxed a far greater amount for the same “project.”1

Thus it was that Edwin Post joined the Gilded Age prey, a group of select men (and several women) stalked by the redoubtable publisher. Colonel Mann abhorred what he considered the duplicity of society. He took immense satisfaction in supplementing his own income at the expense of a careless millionaire’s misalliance. The jovial Civil War hero, a suave, condescending, robust Santa Claus, mixed in his complicated person two sometimes contrary impulses. He was a true believer—no sloppy grammar or careless vernacular would be published under his masthead. But he was also a cynical extortionist, impatient with public figures so inane that they discarded their private lives for a night of pleasure.

This hypocritical reformer had become an object of dread among the city’s most prominent citizens: J. P. Morgan, Andrew Carnegie, William K. Vanderbilt, and William C. Whitney. His method was simple: hire aggrieved servants, disgruntled friends, or a furious spouse to spy on suspects. Then bully those miscreants into paying for a “subscription” to a mostly phantom, wildly expensive illustrated book about leaders of society. Various prices were assessed for each victim, with an eye to what the sinner could afford. What could be easier than such a scam, in the shadow of the Victorian mores that still darkened the resplendent Gilded Age? Money and fevered morality, a glorious mix for a con artist with ethics like Mann’s.

Pleading a shortage of money, Edwin bought some time to consider his options. Two days later, Ahle came looking for him again. The wayward husband bargained with Mann’s representative. “Give me a little more time and I’ll get you the money,” he pleaded, adding, “please don’t publish the article on Friday”—the usual pattern for expensive gossip sponsored by Town Topics. 

Here the truth becomes a matter of conjecture. The official line, constructed by Emily years later, maintained that the victim was unable to produce the $500 “fee” for the vanity book (worth about $5,000 in today’s currency)—his extensive costs of paying for a mistress aside. Before divulging the news to his wife, Edwin had first sought advice from the couple’s mutual ally, prominent society lawyer Phoenix Ingraham (whom Edwin knew to be smitten with Emily). Predictably, their friend had insisted that she be brought into the discussion, whereupon Emily immediately agreed to help bring down this corrupt operation that had netted so many of their friends. There was no question: the Posts should not pay off the bribe. The prospect of a public spectacle, with her husband its sacrificial lamb and she herself the object of prurient gossip, supposedly failed to discourage the always decorous Emily Price Post.

Throughout the years, Emily would contend that the couple’s private discussions had centered upon Edwin’s lack of money as well as their mutual determination to end the insidious blackmail of their friends. But such a grand explanation allowed Emily to displace her husband’s painful, real weakness: his inability or, even worse, his unwillingness to protect his wife from scandal.



THE WEEK FOLLOWING July 11, 1905, both the New York Times and the New York Tribune sustained a running commentary on the sting. “Stockbroker’s Way of Dealing2 with Bribe Offer” trumpeted the Tribune’s front page. Edwin Post, the article continued, was a partner in a brokerage firm and lived—in the summers—with his wife and children in Tuxedo Park. A terse sentence followed: “[Post’s] action in the case was taken on the advice of Mrs. Post.” The Baltimore Sun, Emily’s hometown paper, ran a short frontpage article on the affair, failing to mention that the betrayed wife was the daughter of their famous homegrown architect, whom, till then, the city had proudly claimed as its own any chance it got3. However briefly, Edwin Post was finally at the center of Emily’s life.

She never forgave him.



CHAPTER 2
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HE KNEW HE’D STRUCK GOLD WHEN SHE TRIED SO HARD TO impress him, stifling her girlish giggles and self-consciously checking her slight slouch. A fetching enough sixteen-year-old from the Pennsylvania countryside, she had been turned out by Baltimore’s best finishing school, polished with the high patina of shiny anthracite coal. Josephine Lee won Bruce Price’s loyalty, if never quite his heart, within minutes of their meeting at a debutante ball in the winter season of 1869.

Young Bruce, an aspiring architect, was undeniably looking to marry money, and Josephine’s father, Washington Lee, possessed a postwar fortune in want of spending. The Lees were no anomaly: one of Lee’s railroad compeers demonstrated his recent profits, in 1865, by throwing what was the most lavish party in memory. The menus were lettered in gold, the dining room “smothered in rarest flowers.” Each of the host’s guests was presented with a silk cushion embroidered with his name. The wines cost $25 a bottle, the prestigious singers were paid $1,000 for two songs, and the final bill for the extravaganza totaled $20,000 (almost $3 million today), to bravos all around4.

Emily Bruce Price, Washington Lee’s granddaughter, would be a daddy’s girl throughout her long life. She unabashedly bragged about her devotion: to Emily, Bruce Price was a giant among men. At six feet, two inches, the architect whose charms were legendary came of age at the end of the Civil War, but he would have stood out in any era. Handsome, naturally convivial, confident, generous: it is easy to understand his daughter’s lifelong infatuation. Her adoration, in the end, merely echoed that of Bruce Price’s many friends and relatives, who, after being with him for five minutes, seemed convinced they’d made contact with something significant. His niece, a countess by marriage, still recalled, almost fifty years after his death, Bruce Price’s “outstanding personal beauty and personal charm” and his “unpretentious confidence in himself.” “Everyone” revered him5, she said. Emily worshipped him.

Born in Cumberland, Maryland, at the end of 1845, Bruce Price had arrived a week and a half too early to be the Christmas baby his parents had anticipated. What would become his trademark of nearly obsessive punctuality stamped his earliest days. The boy, one of an eventual seven brothers and sisters, spent most of his childhood in Baltimore. Hugging the Chesapeake Bay, the nation’s third-largest city enjoyed a seventy-mile buffer from the Atlantic, a distinction only one other major American port, Philadelphia, could claim. The location was ripe for a transportation liaison, which the railroad barons of the nineteenth century would pursue with relish, even when slaves were needed to turn dreams into reality.

William Price, Bruce’s father—“eccentric,” sniped some who didn’t understand him—was an important lawyer in Baltimore during the turbulent 1860s. A restless man, Price graduated from college eager to leave the outskirts of Washington County in favor of the more prosperous legal garrets of Cumberland. There he met and quickly wed Marion Bruce, a Scottish lass who could minister to his practical side. Their obligatory Episcopal ceremony reflected no particular religious convictions on the part of either bride or groom.

Marion herself boasted a family renowned for its small-town achievements: she was the granddaughter of the first president of Cumberland’s First National Bank and the niece of Allegheny County’s first circuit court judge. She was even prouder to inform her already convinced suitor that her father, a Scotsman who had settled in the region twenty or thirty years earlier, was a first cousin to Francis Scott Key.

The agility of a Renaissance lawyer like Price (who would write a novel and build his own house) was in short supply at the time. Still in his twenties and fresh from school, he was elected a member of the Maryland State Senate in 1825. William Price enjoyed debating hard questions. Perhaps inevitably, many considered the complex man a contrarian. His moral allegiance was to the North, but his heart never deserted Dixie.

The lawyer came honestly by his often eccentric ways of doing things. After William’s father died, you could practically hear the townspeople gasp at the idiosyncratic terms of Josiah Price’s will. Josiah left behind a creative document; everyone agreed on that. He had bequeathed his four sons a choice: to attend college or to own real estate. Either/or. William, along with his older brother, chose an education. William’s granddaughter Emily, who loved recounting the story, would always emphasize the proper decision her shrewd grandfather made: through his canny judgment, he got it all. The two brothers who chose property died early, their misfortune ensuring that William Price and his favorite brother, Benjamin, acquired both the land and the academic degrees.

Without a doubt, wealth and education proved a vigorous coupling. In the 1830s, William parlayed his inheritance into a law firm in nearby Hagerstown, Maryland. In spite of Price’s somewhat confusing persona as an erratic gentleman farmer, the man’s intellectual dexterity as he nurtured social connections led him quickly to become one of the lawyers sought out by the local powers. He knew about the art of doing people favors—sometimes just from kindness, but often out of expedience6.

This was the lay of the land that would shape Emily Price’s father, William’s talented son Bruce. This was a family that believed in passing down its wisdom along with its genes. In the middle of the nineteenth century, when Bruce was two or three years old, William moved his family from Hagerstown to Baltimore. They lived at 27 Washington Street, across from a severe, newly constructed Greek Revival library. Inspired by the chance to enhance the aesthetic harmony in his still raw neighborhood, William Price, though untrained in the arts, designed his family’s house to harmonize with the library. The self-taught architect created a one-story Greek Revival building whose enormous wide hallway ran through the entire house to the rear garden door. It takes no great leap of imagination to connect William’s mildly chaotic vision with the bold design that informed Bruce Price’s Gilded Age aesthetic. Or the panoramic view of the machinery driving her own age that would inspire his daughter.



AS THE LAST FEW YEARS of the 1850s teetered to a nervous conclusion, the prospect of war took up a permanent residence among William’s legal cronies. The signs around him were hardly subtle: he could sense tectonic plates shifting beneath his family’s feet, and he wanted to be ready.

The 1860s opened upon the heels of an unusually cold December, the thermometers shivering at zero. Nothing so frivolous as weather ruled the household of William Price, however, as agonized loyalties played out in his family, reflecting the schism at the heart of the city itself. Seaport or not, Baltimore was a southern town with a northern manifesto, its leaders primarily Union men. In more ways than one, Maryland lay on the fault line, geographically in the middle of the nation’s coast.

Openly pro-Union, Maryland’s official position was not without risk: in reality, Maryland was a border state. Though the state contributed men and matériel to the Union’s efforts, the Baltimore southern sensibility was no small thing. Many secessionists pushing to legitimize the Confederacy resented the local abolitionists. In a telling paradox of the whole sorry debacle, the 7th Regiment United States Colored Troops and the 9th Regiment U.S. Colored Troops were heavily represented by Baltimoreans, in spite of the city’s collusions with slave-owning states. But on April 19, 1861, as northern troops passed through the city on their way south to defend Washington, D.C., the first blood of the Civil War was officially shed. The Baltimore Riots claimed the lives of four soldiers in the 6th Massachusetts Infantry. Several civilians were killed, and many more were injured.

Thomas, William’s and Marion’s firstborn, was barely mentioned in family chronicles. But Bruce’s adored older brother Benjamin joined the Yankee forces, while Adrian, four years younger, sided with the Rebels. It was a scene invading every neighborhood. Tangled loyalties rebounded in the anguish echoed across the city. Perhaps such misery motivated William to take the route open to upper-class men of his times: he paid authorities to ensure that young Bruce would not be drafted to fight, regardless of the nation’s needs.

The Baltimore schism was in many regards a kinship dispute that would run its course. But the repercussions of the deepest confusions about race, class, and nationality that the feud reproduced would resurface repeatedly. On June 10, 2006, the Ku Klux Klan rallied at the Antietam battlefield, where some believe William Price’s rebellious third son, Adrian, lost his life on the bloodiest day of the war.



BALTIMORE—“CHARM CITY” was its later nickname—was not a place where people with options chose to live out the nation’s crisis. William Price decided that the early 1860s would be a good time to send his family to the country to stay with other relatives who shared their pro-Union sentiments. Price himself stayed in the city. Long respected for his prudence, he was soon appointed by President Lincoln as U.S. district attorney for Maryland.

Emily’s grandfather dealt directly and effectively with the president throughout the war7. Buttressed by his reputation as a sentinel of sanity, he could count on receiving an almost immediate response from an otherwise overwhelmed leader. If William Price was a prisoner’s supplicant, Lincoln granted the pardon. And when William Price implied that he’d uncovered incendiary information, the president took notice. On October 22, 1864, Price telegraphed Lincoln: “Information has this moment come into my possession which I think ought to be communicated at once to the Govt. I will leave Baltimore in the three thirty (3 30) pm train for Washington & be accompanied by three (3) persons. Can we have an interview with the Prest [sic] in the evening & what hour.” The president responded at once: “Yours received. Will see you any time when you present yourself. A. Lincoln.”

In 1868, when William Price died, Baltimore’s courts were officially adjourned so that legislators could attend his funeral. The lawyer bequeathed no sumptuous assets to his family, though his wife and two children at home could live comfortably on their inheritance. Still, the lack of wealth enabled Bruce Price to create a mythology that excused him from the classroom, which he had never enjoyed anyway. Newly matriculated at what is now Princeton, he dutifully dropped out during his first year to help support the family his father had forgotten to indemnify with a fortune.

From now on, Bruce’s education would come from on-the-job training. He took a low-paying position as an apprentice with Niernsee and Neilson, one of Baltimore’s most prestigious building firms, and, to better train his eye, he apportioned his inheritance so that he could undertake a yearlong tour of European capitals. Even when lack of money made it difficult, he kept to the standards of his class. Bruce Price would bequeath this talent to his daughter, Emily Post, a southern girl manqué, trailing wherever she walked the potent scent of lush magnolias tastefully tamped down by a life under tight control.



CHAPTER 3
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RIGHT UP UNTIL WILLIAM PRICE DIED, IN 1868, HE WAS STILL more interested in politics than fortunes. In contrast, Josephine Lee’s father, Emily’s maternal grandfather, was a cheerful coal baron gleefully taking the measure of the monied men of his wild new age. All that earlier laying of railroad tracks—thirty thousand miles already in place by 1860—had been stymied by the four-year break, and now it resumed with a vengeance. Men who had not inherited great wealth were nonetheless developing their own massive fortunes. Only four years after the war’s end, the economy and mores that had shaped the men of William Price’s generation already felt outdated and irrelevant. Life hereafter was to center on banking, commerce, transportation, coal, and steel—like the railroad, enterprises interrupted by the war and now in full gear, making up for lost time. Baltimore, the city to which both of Emily Post’s grandfathers had returned, would become a new crossroads for this apparently endless proliferation of trains, charged with rushing crops and commodities to market. It was a new day8 and a new world, where speed ruled as much as anyone or anything.

Josephine Lee would always be envied—and, some say, her favor curried—for her rich family, wealthy from the staggering number of coalfields they owned. Like any commodity, anthracite had its ups and downs, but everyone knew that the Lees had invested well. Beyond the mines, Josephine’s father had capitalized on the railroad investors eager to buy up the deposits and work the land themselves. A year before the war started, Washington Lee showed assets of $50,000, versus William Price’s $10,000. And it wasn’t as if Lee were unlettered: after earning his law degree from Dickinson College in nearby Carlisle, Pennsylvania, he was elected district attorney of Luzerne County.

Pictures of Emily Post’s mother suggest a pleasingly plump, good-natured woman, possessed of a certain bland sturdiness. Not quite pretty, even at sixteen Josephine carried herself with the self-possession of privilege. She had attended one of Baltimore’s uninspiring girls’ schools, which functioned primarily to supply the female quotas for the next town ball or dance at Johns Hopkins. Academics formed little of her education; school was a waiting station for upper-class young ladies tutored to catch the right train. In their photographs, in contrast to Bruce Price’s air of dreamy distraction, Josephine’s canny attention to the moment inhabits her every likeness.

When Josephine Lee debuted in Baltimore, 180 miles from her family’s gritty Pennsylvania ore, she found Bruce Price at her side within minutes. The marriage of the Lee and Price families would be an equitable swap, great lineage for great wealth. Josephine’s parents, eminently practical people, saw no advantage to a long engagement. The marriage would take place four months after they met, on April 10, 1870. From the outside, it looked as if the match granted the advantage to the struggling architect, a suggestion his daughter, Emily, would forever dispute.

In fact, Josephine staked her own proud ancestral claims through two shrewd, hardworking pilgrims, Priscilla and John Alden, who had disembarked from the Mayflower in 1620. Half a century later, having learned how to survive in their new country, the Aldens’ descendants acted on a rumor they’d heard about coal blanketing faraway fields. Gathering up their sparse provisions, they migrated a few hundred miles west, where they picked quality ore by hand9.

Great-grandchildren of the Mayflower Aldens built their own forge on Nanticoke Creek in 1778, a simple unit consisting of just one hammer and one fire. Even moving that weighty mallet had been an arduous ordeal: the miners brought it from Philadelphia to Harrisburg in a wagon, then on to Nanticoke in a Durham boat, a sixty-foot-long flatbed, the style made famous after Washington’s troops used one to cross the Delaware River on Christmas Eve two years earlier. At least such effort proved worthwhile: not until Emily’s great-grandfather spent a few years in the 1820s cursing his way around its peculiarities was the fifty-year-old tool retired.

A few generations later, in expansive gestures that would prove extremely beneficial to his future son-in-law, the canny and kind Washington Lee remembered to endow the township with the rewards of their quality coal, even as he prepared to live out the rest of his own life in larger cities. He donated an entire lot of prime real estate on Hanover Street for a church building, helping to lay the cornerstone himself in 1869. By the time St. Clement’s was consecrated, in June two years later, Bruce Price and Josephine Lee would already be married.



IT IS HARD NOWADAYS to envision the mix of frothiness and gloom of the decade after the Civil War, the years when Emily Post’s parents became adults. The exuberant North celebrated success even as the vanquished South mourned the loss of its empire. During the 1865 fall and winter seasons alone, Yankee socialites attended six hundred balls and spent $7 million in the process. The costumes averaged $1,000 each, excluding the jewelry. Fancy dress balls had defined New York City from the 1820s at least, and their stark absence during the Civil War created a rebound10.

Precisely because they had forfeited so much, upper-class Baltimore citizens also felt the mandate to celebrate hard. Internecine warfare had cost their divided city heavily, and now the defeated compensated for their losses accordingly. Following the war, there was an overspill of everything that figured in southern society, from terrapin suppers to invaluable gossip. Properly credentialed couturiers would enter the ladies’ boudoirs and chatter nonstop while they draped their customers’ dresses and designed their hats. It was important to be happy again.



ON OCTOBER 8, 1871, the year after Emily Post’s parents married, Chicago ignited. The great fire burned down a city but gave birth to an architectural race that would shape Bruce Price’s career. First, however, the novice needed to position himself, and that meant forming connections. He would reap the rewards of Chicago’s tragedy in due time, but for now, the nearly twenty-five-year-old Bruce gratefully entered a new familial world, one gloriously covered with soot.

The couple—accompanied by Josephine’s parents and much younger brother—would make the Grand Tour for their honeymoon, traveling first-class on a Cunard cruise underwritten by the Lees. They were headed for the Continent, their trip a staple of the newly rich. Bruce, his extravagance justified by professional needs, had just returned the year before from his first exploration abroad. Though he was eager to study sites he’d not had time to visit on his previous trip, he was determined to be politic and manage his time carefully. He intended to show proper appreciation for the luxuries Washington Lee had funded. Crossing the ocean was a major event in itself, and grandly furnished suites sheathed in Victorian flocked wallpaper, as well as an excess of champagne and every culinary delicacy imaginable, made a few weeks of paying up, in essence, quite agreeable.

A delicate tension nonetheless surfaced. The well-meaning young husband quickly discovered himself unable to spend more than a few hours in the company of his hardy, stouthearted, and eventually stout-figured wife. The enclosed transatlantic voyage made him suddenly mad to explore a newly discovered gold mine in South Africa. As soon as the extended family docked, Bruce took off to make his fortune, abandoning the rest of the family in Paris for over ten months. His daughter, Emily, would gleefully repeat a version of this story to journalists, year after year, the variations depending upon her purpose.

The only problem with this postscript to the Price honeymoon was that it was largely Emily’s fabrication. Accused, she would have defended herself, her method of viewing reality endemic to her generation; all she did was decorate the truth. Certainly, her version is more provocative than the unembroidered account, especially the way she told it. Nonetheless, the fact of her parents’ honeymoon is that Washington Lee, Josephine’s father—not Bruce Price, Emily’s hero—intrepidly trekked off to Africa to find his (next) fortune. Bruce Price was left behind to babysit his new family.

A fresh but knowing bridegroom parking his wife on the Continent while he takes off for the wilderness is undoubtedly more exotic than the tale of a rich middle-aged man speculating with a new investment. As if the young bridegroom was above social custom, he was allowed, in Emily’s narrative, to forge ahead, leaving his new family behind. What was so meaningful in this fairy-tale version to his daughter?

Washington Lee had sold the majority of his coal business by now, the transaction leaving the always restless man searching for a new project. For a decade, the dark continent had been beckoning him. And now he was even a bit ahead of the game: it would take until the late 1880s for Cecil Rhodes and his brother to gain near-total control over the Kimberley gold mines and the De Beers diamond fields. In 1870, Lee still had reason to try to stake his claim in South Africa. Gold, especially, beckoned him, along with many other eager speculators of the period.

The shiny rock sometimes seemed to dreamers like Lee to possess supernatural powers. A decade earlier, a hurricane overtaking a ship sailing from California to New York had definitively sunk a million dollars’ worth of the precious commodity. A tidal wave of financial detritus from the disaster pounded the American economy without mercy, converting skeptics to the absolute power of gold. Later, when Jay Gould and Jim Fisk tried to corner the gold market, everything collapsed, ruining all but the canniest investors. But such wreckage served to romanticize the soft metal more than ever, and Washington Lee was nothing if not romantic11.

Like most important fantasies, the family legend as Emily presented it—with Bruce, not her grandfather, at its heart—is richly overdetermined. Josephine is dumped unceremoniously—on her honeymoon—which is fine by the daughter, who preferred having her father to herself any chance she got and who, privately, always believed her mother unworthy of Bruce anyway. Unfettered by the conventions of matrimony, the bridegroom, refusing to be tied down, is allotted what in real life he had lost by his spousal bargain: freedom. It seems likely that in Emily’s improvisation, she also played out her own yearning to be beholden to no one in an era that rarely allowed women such freedom. She made her father mythically act out the role she would have chosen herself, given the opportunity.

The surviving records suggest that the extended family stayed abroad for almost six months, several of which evoked panic in the confined architect. Bruce managed to take solitary “research trips” whenever the well-meaning banality of his teenage bride overwhelmed him. For all her immaturity, Josephine Lee would develop into a tonic for her quixotic husband. Already the hearty young woman was quite capable of constructing a family scene to her own specifications. “It’s time to go home,” she apparently told her groom. “I want to have a baby, and I don’t want the child born here, where the doctors aren’t entirely modern.” So Bruce and Josephine, her mother and brother Henry in tow, returned to Baltimore and to Wilkes-Barre, both cities where the Lees owned family apartments. Eventually, Washington Lee would come back as well, determined to figure out an economical way to transport the gold home from Africa.

Lee knew his daughter was in good hands: Bruce was a worker too. Under the aegis of his own Baltimore firm, Baldwin and Price, the young architect quickly constructed four solid city houses at 12–16 East Chase Street, reserving his favorite, No. 14, for Josephine and himself. Upon Emily’s birth—and surely as part of a deal Bruce cut with the doting grandparents—he moved the family back to Wilkes-Barre, where they would live for the next five years. City court records reveal that the young couple retained and even enlarged their Baltimore house, building sewer and drainage pipes as part of the expansion. Emily was always careful to refer to her father’s professional grounding in Baltimore. After all, Bruce Price, architect, a descendant of the city’s own Francis Scott Key, would belong to its history books as well.



SHE WOULD NEVER deny being larger than life. On October 27, 1872, one incontestable hard fact presented itself as metaphor and nature both, when Bruce Price and Josephine Lee, two giants in their different ways, produced a very large baby12. Emily Bruce Price weighed in at over nine pounds, hardly the delicate creature more typical of her era.

Like clockwork, regimentation being important to young Josephine Lee Price, a son would follow the next year. According to burial records, William Lee Price was born on April 18, 1873, and died on December 6, 1875, within days of Bruce’s birthday. This “fact” is impossible to reconcile with Emily’s birth six months earlier. But the early death of little William in 1875, just before Christmas, mentioned only once in the lifelong flow of interviews conducted with Emily Post, became a kind of family secret, the creed of an age that expected personal problems to go unacknowledged.

Perhaps it was her desire to blot him from the family chronology that caused Emily to mesh her birthday confusedly with William’s. Certainly it is odd, especially for as fastidious a record keeper as Emily Post, that the birth dates on the child’s Wilkes-Barre gravestone and on Emily’s own granite marker in Tuxedo Park overlap. Such lifelong “confusion” strikes a false note in a woman who recorded the yardage of every dress she sewed and the color of every bulb she planted13.



CHAPTER 4
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THE YEAR EMILY POST WAS BORN, NEW YORK CITY, 190 MILES NORTH of Baltimore and a few miles less to Washington Lee’s coal fiefdom, braced itself for a more complicated birth. Its gestation finally complete, Grand Central Station tethered the old to the new surer than genealogy ever could. Transportation reigned, and coal was king. The decade was switching gears, gentility displaced by a refusal to linger.

Emily entered a world barely stepping one foot ahead of financial disaster. The very tempo of her country’s change, the relentlessness of its progress, contributed to a near breakdown in its infrastructure. Not everyone, it is true, registered dismay during this first real test of postwar American monetary markets. Josephine, for instance, scarcely recovered from Emily’s birth, succumbed to the speculation spreading throughout the markets. She was good with money, and she made a tidy sum from her stock investments14. Her enterprise did not lack for irony: more than any other single event, the extreme overbuilding of the nation’s railroad system—on which Washington Lee had staked his fortune—had laid the groundwork for the fiscal meltdown that year.

The fear in its wake shaped a depression that would hold the newly reunited nation in a nervous clutch for another six years. Along the way, institutions thought invulnerable were exposed as anything but. In 1873, on an insufferably muggy September afternoon, the country’s leading financier, the indomitable Jay Cooke, signaled to a nation that radical change was indeed at hand. Cooke had played a significant role in the Civil War by helping the Union raise over $3 billion in bond sales, portending the ways modern governments would fund their wars in the subsequent century. More recently, he had sent General George Custer to clear out the Sioux Indians blocking progress on the Northern Pacific Railroad he had underwritten.

Now, to the shock of just about everyone, Jay Cooke & Co., the nation’s premier investment bank, failed, finally and completely outmaneuvered by its only rival, J. Pierpont Morgan and his cohorts. Possibly Cooke took some perverse solace in the signs of his greatness: his fall on September 18 set off a national drama. The New York Stock Exchange closed for ten days; credit evaporated and companies folded.

With the failure of the banks, thousands of workers were suddenly without income. Such dramatic shifts in fortunes engineered momentous social change. To people of Emily’s class, a new sophistication about the instability of the money markets fueled their concerns15. (What would the market do? J. P. Morgan was often asked. “It will fluctuate,” he inevitably answered16.) All of which suited Washington Lee just fine. Developing strategies for playing the market with all that coal money proved a robust enterprise. Lee and his family would ride out the depression in style, in spite of an unexpected loss here and there.

Emily’s grandfather had enjoyed the frenetic growth of the railroads unfettered by government regulation. Now he had his ear to the ground again, this time listening to rumbles of pending bank failures. In spite of her own preoccupation with her babies in the early 1870s, Josephine found herself engrossed in the household excitement anytime her father started talking about the current market realities. Father and daughter enjoyed dreaming together out loud. But while humble, unassuming coal was stoking Washington Lee’s lifeline, his imagination kept returning to those gold mines in Africa.

Josephine didn’t talk finance exclusively; she was equally interested, unlike her father, in the lives of people who inhabited the fabulous world of men like Jay Gould. She enjoyed regularly gossiping with her rich but down-to-earth relatives about the extravagant lives detailed in the local papers and tabloids. Still redefining itself as a country, the restored Union was being forced to confront class structure even as its national ethos preferred denying such undemocratic barriers. The newspapers described society’s movement, in ever greater detail, as the gap between the haves and have-nots grew even larger. Of all the names bandied about, Caroline Schermerhorn Astor’s was the bluest. She, more than anyone, inspired the postwar frenzy of lavish displays of wealth to prove one’s worth. And yet, in one of the paradoxes endemic to the Gilded Age, between the Reconstruction of the 1860s and the early twentieth century, society depended upon ancestry, not the incidental (and implicitly vulgar) acquisition of a fortune, to rank its citizenry.

Shortly before the depression of 1873, Ward McAllister, a formidable social climber from Savannah, even founded an exclusive New York City institution called the Patriarchs. McAllister showed Mrs. Astor, whose toady he became, how to create a truly exclusive social circle: he devised a group of twenty-five men (enlarged to fifty the following decade) whom he alone deemed the choicest of the social crop, a set meant to represent bloodlines rather than mere fortunes. Fifteen years later, he would create his mythical list of the Four Hundred17, said to enumerate all those worthy of gracing Mrs. Astor’s ballroom. McAllister finally produced a catalog of the Four Hundred (really only 273 names18) during his last gasp in the 1890s, the list existing only in his imagination until then. Such pompous self-aggrandizement was frequently mocked in the press: Charles Dana Gibson cleverly caricatured society’s self-appointed leader on a hobbyhorse—referencing a common game played at the society dances—or as a goose girl (a figure in another such amusement) herding a flock of the elite Four Hundred.

Throughout Emily’s youth, Mrs. William B. Astor—the Mrs. Astor, Caroline Schermerhorn—with Ward McAllister at her side, would help maintain Society’s purity, whether in New York or Newport. Because of the circle her family inhabited, Emily had many opportunities to observe such members of Society. Without realizing the significance of her disdain at the time, the young girl disliked such posturing, her contempt later underwriting her personal code of ethics. She was, of course, influenced by her parents: though accepted into the ballrooms, they remained sufficient outsiders to levy judgment upon the society they had joined, and by training and heritage, they were too sensible to swallow it whole. Real quality, they taught their daughter, had nothing to do with money or birth.



SPENDING THE FIRST few years of her childhood in the bosom of an adoring extended family, benevolent lords of their local fiefdoms, Emily Price escaped the depression entirely. One memorable Christmas in Wilkes-Barre, her grandfather even presented her with a fine miniature china tea set. Outraged at not receiving a more exciting gift, the four-year-old demanded her young uncle Charlie’s elaborate toy train instead, only to be gently rebuked for overreaching: when she was older she could play with the train. Soothingly told to go pretend to have tea in the garden, little Emily marched outside, railing against her lack of power. There, she systematically smashed each expensive cup and saucer against the rocks, scattering shards of china throughout the pool. The girl didn’t want to play tea party; she wanted to work an engine like Uncle Charlie19.

Such petulance surfaced whenever Emily felt herself treated dismissively, as if she wasn’t mature enough to have what others, older and wiser, possessed. One summer in Bar Harbor, Maine, for instance, where the young girl and her mother vacationed while Bruce worked at enlarging several local estates for the Gilded Age set, Emily again displayed the entitlement of a bright only child. The five-year-old was given a charge account by her parents so that she could learn to manage money. Instead, she immediately ran up a bill for $5 at the local candy shop, feeding her sweet tooth. To her surprise, her father refused to pay the bill: it was hers, he explained, not his. To show her the size of her debt, Bruce filled up a box with five hundred beans, which stood in for pennies. She had to use her weekly allowance until the beans were gone20.

Throughout her life, Emily would remember this kind of firm, instructional discipline with almost as much pleasure as the lessons in design she received from her loving but often preoccupied father. Either way, Bruce Price was worth listening to. Whether truly attracted to his field or as an attempt to gain his attention, Emily began to show an early interest in what Bruce worked on in his home office. The delighted father set the little girl up on his oversized drafting table, allowing her to “work” alongside him while he revised his blueprints, supplying her with a T square, paper, and proper pencils21. Soon the child was tagging along when he visited (startled) clients.

Such concentrated moments compensated, in part, for the lack of attention her father typically gave her. Emily saw very little of the architect, his frequent absences as he worked overtime at his business encouraging her to idolize him. Josephine’s father had delivered on his promise of an office in Wilkes-Barre for a wedding present. Profiting from his father-in-law’s gentle but direct suggestions to town councilmen, Bruce was able to design local churches and homes that were unusually choice architectural commissions for his age. He labored especially hard for the first five years of Emily’s life, capitalizing on the commissions both his father-in-law and his own former colleagues in Baltimore steered his way.

Bruce’s buildings were more or less subsidized into realities on the power of Washington Lee’s name, both in Wilkes-Barre and Baltimore, one successful project begetting the next. During the professionally crucial years following Emily’s birth, important firms in New York made note of Bruce Price, whose achievements were already on prominent display. Very few architects see the majority of their designs actually executed. Bruce Price’s prolific blueprints, in contrast, would average a 90 percent rate22 of execution throughout his career.

Connections would only become more important as his business grew. Around the time of Emily’s birth, the architect cemented a friendship with a longtime Baltimore resident that would prove seminal to his future. Bruce met Frank Hopkinson Smith when the two worked together on a project. An informally trained architect, artist, writer, and socialite, “Hop” Smith, probably after Bruce the most influential man in Emily’s life, was a talented engineer and artist, as well as a riveting storyteller. His compelling, friendly masculinity supported a geniality Bruce Price admired. Born in Virginia a decade earlier than his friend, Hop had grown up in Maryland and considered it his home. He took pride in being the great-grandson of Francis Hopkinson, one of the signers of the Declaration of Independence.

Hop Smith informally sponsored his friend in the assorted circles he himself inhabited, social and professional. Years earlier, he had relocated to Manhattan, traveling back to Baltimore frequently. After hearing from Hop one more time about the opportunities he was missing in New York City, Bruce seriously began to consider moving. The business trips he had been taking to New York had already made him restless for more. He marveled at the changes sweeping their way across town with an awesome invincibility. Urban life was sprawling in all directions, even appropriating Fifth Avenue itself, New York’s definitive promenade. The city, groaning under the unprecedented heft of new construction, seemed to flex its muscles more powerfully than ever. The recent opening of Central Park encouraged the building of new uptown residences. Such fashionable relocations were finally convincing out-of-town visitors like Josephine that settling below Wall Street was no longer the only viable—or even the best—sign of gentility.

Enhancing her own prestige was not Josephine’s driving force: like her father, she usually gravitated to change and excitement for their own sakes. Her privilege blinded her to the ways her upper-class status offset the handicap of having been born a girl. Josie saw little to recommend equality with men. She shrugged off women who acted, she scoffed, as if they were ashamed of being female. Her sexual politics typified those of the readers of Baltimore’s popular anti-suffrage magazine of the age, True Woman. Why would anyone willingly take on male responsibilities?

And yet for all her commitment to the traditionally feminine, Emily’s mother was a strong woman. Now, invigorated by what she glimpsed when she accompanied Bruce to “the city,” as the Baltimorean referred to Manhattan, she finally suggested that her extended family might move there. Her parents’ rapid acquiescence—five-year-old Emily’s energetic grandparents were ready for a change—spurred the young couple on. Eager for another adventure, Washington and Emily Lee financed the Prices’ change of residence along with their own, enthusiastically endorsing their son-in-law’s choice of a neighborhood. The Lees were already sold on the city, their granddaughter later recalling reasons for their immediate allegiance: “New York was built, is building, will ever be building in huge blocks of steel and stone, and the ambitions of every city and country in the world will keep pouring into it . . . and shoving it up higher and higher into towering cubes23.” The Lees and the Prices were quickly enveloped into its urban fold24.



CHAPTER 5
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EMILY POST WOULD ALWAYS BEAR THE IMPRINT OF A KNOWING southern girl, her antebellum roots as entrenched as her northeastern attitudes. Her convivial, artful restraint, her disdain for vulgar displays of wealth or beauty or personal information, stemmed partially and potently from her ties to a mixed heritage. If nothing else, an overspill of Baltimore relatives would keep her going back home for a good fifty years of debutante balls and weddings and christenings.

Her childhood house in Manhattan was one of several four-story red-brick houses lining Tenth Street between Fifth and Sixth avenues. By the time the Prices arrived in New York, society might have been moving uptown, but the less secure denizens still leaned toward real estate they knew was correct. And Emily’s New York home was connected to her birthplace, after all: Bruce selected the building because its windowsills reminded him of Baltimore houses he had loved25. Even today, New York Times architecture critic Christopher Gray lauds the 12 West Tenth Street town house’s “fabulous door escutcheon . . . [which] looks like a spider web woven by a Gibson Girl, a terrific sinuous work. . . . Clearly custom hammered26.”

The two apartments, one above the other, ensured that the Prices and Lees saw much of each other. Yet it is easy to forget the Lees’ proximity to their grandchild, Mrs. Emily Lee’s namesake. In fact, without studying a few scarce family photographs, it would be possible to read everything Emily Post wrote, including the thousands of interviews she would grant through the years, without coming upon a single reference to Josephine’s spunky if inelegant parents. It was Bruce and his family, not Josephine and hers, that Emily would venerate throughout her life.

Everything her father did was larger than life in his daughter’s eyes. Soon after arriving in Manhattan in the late 1870s, for instance, Bruce had dared to renovate their Tenth Street building, though the Lees thought it fine as it was. Even as the local residents tensed over historical errors he might commit, the confident architect dismayed them further when he explained that he would rent out his in-laws’ apartment when they weren’t in residence27.

The more subtle issue of Bruce’s boldness dealt with class and custom, as well as the architect’s imperviousness to outdated modes of conduct: Could a gentleman turn his house into a home for himself while leasing part of it for profit—and remain a gentleman? Emily’s proud father answered yes: a person of quality was no less pure for earning a living.



WITHOUT SHORTCHANGING his formidable talent, and without taking anything away from what were apparently Bruce Price’s almost unworldly magnetism and his preternatural good looks, we can admit the significant role luck played in his life. He came to New York hungry and wise, knowing that such an appetite was exactly what got things done. Manhattan could not afford to relax in the knowledge that it had the urban edge: significant rivals challenged the city’s supremacy, especially in the form of the great midwestern capital eight hundred miles to the west. The year before Emily was born, after the roaring, uncontrollable fire gutted Chicago, the city had been forced to rebuild. Destruction spawned the forward-looking Chicago aesthetic. When Bruce moved to New York, the competition between Chicago and New York had evolved into a heated contest, one that shaped the work of any major architect of the period.

To New Yorkers’ utter mortification—though the city’s architects refused to admit being bested—the Chicago style aimed at the very heart of the skyscraper: its urban steel-frame construction made the sky the limit. As a result of putting function first, Chicago’s designers had also, fortuitously, created a cleaner look than the present tired Victorian style of Manhattan. Gone was mere decoration with no purpose, an ethos that suddenly seemed dated and decadent. In its place, the Chicago style prophesied the future, an age of commerce and creativity28. With innovations by prominent Chicago architects like Louis H. Sullivan and John W. Root, it sometimes looked as though the Midwest was pulling ahead of its eastern rival. Such urban competition energized Bruce Price’s work, which seemed to grow in sophistication from the moment he relocated from Baltimore to Manhattan.



EMILY’S PARENTS QUICKLY shone in New York, reflecting the patina of the upper-middle class, befriended by social types who approved the blend of Lee millions and Price bloodlines. Josephine was in charge of the home, particularly of arranging for Emily’s care. In an age when large families were still the norm, the couple was occasionally complimented for rearing their only child progressively, the girl sometimes accompanying them to social events instead of staying home with her nanny. Often her presence simply testified to Emily’s success in wheedling her father into taking her along, if only to escape the dreaded German nanny who seemed a jailer to the independent youngster.

“Emilie, put your shoes straight. . . . Emilie, fold your hands. . . . Emilie, do this. . . . Emilie, do not do that”—Emily felt herself admonished throughout the day, and she didn’t fail to report what she considered the most outlandish criticism to Bruce the minute she spotted him walking down Tenth Street after work. She knew he’d sympathize with her, especially since he was a Francophile and the nanny openly disdained the French. Shrewdly, the girl made sure she reported every critique the woman uttered. Josephine had employed the strict German governess in part because she herself had grown up in Wilkes-Barre under similar supervision and believed it the firm hand her willful daughter needed. Too, she did not trust French women around her husband29. He was too charming, and they too artful. The fräulein, whose hands were so icy that Emily avoided her touch, aroused no such fears in Josephine.

“Bruce Price, playboy” seems an unlikely pairing, whatever a governess’s charms. Even if so inclined, the architect didn’t have time to misbehave. Soon after the family settled into their apartment, Bruce was commissioned to design an upper-class, income-producing, six-floor walk-up rental apartment building, still a rarity at a time when most city residences were owned. With one apartment per floor, rentals went for $1,400 per year in 1878, the equivalent today of $2,600 per month.

Bruce’s eagerness to participate in urban transformation reflected the momentum of the day, with the citizenry no longer awed by the increased speed of change. Innovations that soon became mundane—stores with electric lights—were modifying the culture’s habits, the new beats absorbed so quickly that they often went unnoted. And once women could shop after the sun set early on winter afternoons—such a trivial change to the men on Wall Street it was hardly worth mentioning—new social routines evolved, from later mealtimes to faster changes in fashions. Even the city government emitted a sense of cautious renewal, marked by a milestone that year when imprisoned Boss Tweed died, no longer able to bribe the Irish workers with citizenship papers in exchange for a vote for Boss.

Disgusted by the city government at Tammany Hall, still ruled by corrupt leaders who continued to illegally recruit immigrants’ support, Bruce brought home the occasional story about city politics to his daughter and wife. He admired the newcomers. What subsidized their passage, other than their own raw courage? He was pleased that the engineering principles about to bear fruit—indoor plumbing, the Otis elevator, and steel structures—would free him and his colleagues to accommodate the masses, sheltering the citizens at the bottom of the ladder in addition to those living in luxury. He was right: ten years before the century ended, elevated trains, called “els,” would traverse the length of Manhattan and continue on through the Bronx, Brooklyn, and Queens, moving several hundred thousand passengers each day, offering fares affordable even to the lower class, and transforming the landscape.

But of course his little girl was more interested in goings-on that affected her directly. Two weeks after Boss Tweed’s death, Emily Post would make her first public performance, her society debut, twirling her way across the stage. That was all she could think about these days.

Her parents had allowed the six-year-old to accept a bit part in a tableau of The Sleeping Beauty. A charity function at New York’s Academy of Music, the event overflowed with patrons, the theater’s limited boxes apportioned according to the buyer’s prestige30. Emily’s parents were on the committee of the Mount Vernon Endowment Fund, whose volunteers’ months of preparation were now rewarded by a sold-out house. The audience, decked out in their finest evening dress, created their own bejeweled spectacle, the bijoux casting more illumination than the chandeliers. Local swells drew enough mutually admiring stares that the actors were nearly upstaged. So elite that the founders refused to let in the newly rich, self-made businessmen and their families, the academy members outdid even their usual luxuriant selves this time. (J. P. Morgan and other rising nouveaux riches would found the Metropolitan Opera a few years later in order to have a place where they could attend musical events.)

The Sleeping Beauty, which began at an unusually reasonable eight P.M. as opposed to New York’s typical curtain time of nine or later, was a fairy tale in four acts with a climactic final scene, the five “gorgeous” choreographed pictures changing at intervals. Characteristic of late-nineteenth-century upper-class entertainments, the carefully held (and heavily rehearsed) poses commanded high admission prices and fulsome praise. The thespians onstage this night included so many prominent socialites that it’s unclear who was left to appreciate them. Those applauding, however, were equally illustrious: the New York Times devoted nearly a full page to the event, since even listing the “remarkable” audience members proved daunting.

Leading the dance, front and center stage, were Bruce and Josephine Price. Josie shimmered in a long, pale pink brocade dress, while Bruce shone in evening clothes embroidered in rich gold and white. Other well-known local men, acquaintances of the couple, had to content themselves with playing beefeaters and court guards and spear-carriers. Satin and silver curls, antique armor and purple velvet: the scene was a welter of precious-metal threads. The lavish sequins dazzled the spectators as the elaborate new onstage lights caused Titania’s costume to sparkle like a star. Among the bevy of young girls serving as stage fillers stood a proudly erect Emily Price, the girl who would say to the end of her life that she had always wanted to become an actress.



EMILY GREW UP respecting wealth, aware, through the example of her family and friends, of the great good it could serve as well as the comfort it bestowed. By the time that she was seven years old, the girl had heard how Catharine Lorillard Wolfe, a distant cousin through her father’s mother, Marion Bruce, was playing a significant role in urban development. Her funding of the East Side Lodging House for newsboys and bootblacks was no small feat in an age when social services barely existed. According to her approving parents, Emily’s large legacy from Catharine was reduced when the woman donated staggering sums to build an orphanage for boys, designating that no child could be turned away: if a boy couldn’t pay the nightly fee of six cents, the debt was to be charged to his account, to be paid off when he was able31.

The New York Times had written often about Catharine Lorillard Wolfe’s projects to help the poor, and now the paper chronicled the covey of homeless children who carried their “effects” from their old, decrepit domicile to the new lodging house. At six-thirty in the evening, after the boys got off work, all but one were able to transport their entire possessions under their right arm. They were used to such paucity; what they had never experienced was the privacy the new residence gave them. The 175 beds in this upper-echelon orphanage were separated from one another with cloth partitions. As if that wasn’t wonder enough, on their first night home the inhabitants were treated to a dinner of ham sandwiches, coffee, and ice cream, the dessert a special treat from their patron saint.

Wealth and doing good: both were staples of Emily’s early life. Bruce’s daily routine of handing out money to beggars as he walked to his office secretly made Josie proud. She bragged about her husband being such an easy touch even while she pretended to despair. Accommodation, of husband with wife, of compassion compounded on sound investments: this was the art of the well-oiled and morally ordered existence. This was the model of proper behavior shaping their watchful child.

Decisions about spending money were, for Emily, a natural part of life. It would have been hard for her parents to keep the subject from her, even if they’d wanted to. In 1879, the new year once again swept in on the frenzy of Wall Street. The price of a seat on the New York Stock Exchange was rising steadily (it would go from $10,000 to $20,000 during the next twelve months), an adjustment that didn’t escape Emily’s cagey entrepreneurial grandfather. Washington Lee had at least partially realized his quixotic dreams by establishing a precious-metals firm, and at the springtime meeting of the Columbia Consolidated Gold and Silver Mining Company’s stockholders, he projected his optimistic earnings for the coming year. Success seemed to come with the prime real estate his office occupied at 33 Wall Street. As with the Internet companies of the 1990s, however, Lee’s speculation quickly proved a brilliant blaze that would sputter to a wan conclusion32.

Luckily, although Washington Lee preferred the glitter of fine metals, he recognized compelling reasons to bet most of his money on the railroads: the decade of Emily’s birth had brought about a revolution in shipping methods. It wasn’t a glamorous subject—and certainly lacked the luster of gold—but now crops could be shipped by rail. He would retain his interest in coal, Emily’s grandfather decided. In the past, getting food to market had sometimes cost more than the goods themselves. This new speed, this new ubiquity of the humble, sturdy rails, changed everything: it changed the way Americans would eat.
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