
[image: Cover image for Power, Grit and Glamour]


POWER, GRIT AND
GLAMOUR




POWER, GRIT AND
GLAMOUR

The Women Behind Halston

TAMARA STURTZ-FILBY


[image: The logo of Bloomsbury Academic with the names of cities where it operates: New York, London, Oxford, New Delhi, Sydney.]




CONTENTS


	Acknowledgments

	Introduction

	Prologue: The Man in the Black Cashmere Turtleneck

	1 Copycats of New York

	2 The Empress of Seventh Avenue

	3 Hats Off to Halston

	4 Halston for Bergdorf Goodman

	5 A Star Is Born

	6 The Ladies of Fifth Avenue

	7 Sequins and Tinseltown

	8 Halston’s Girls

	9 Modern Muses

	10 Disco Divas

	11 Prima Ballerina

	12 In Vogue: The Scarlet Woman

	13 In Vogue: The Beige Years

	14 Final Farewell

	15 A Lasting Legacy

	Epilogue: Halston’s Women Have Their Say

	Notes

	Bibliography

	Index

	About the Author

	Plates






ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


This story would never have been told without the help of Chris Royer, former model, Halstonette, friend, and confidante of Halston. I am deeply grateful for her hours of conversation and support, and for helping me see the man behind the veneer.

I would also like to thank Wiktoria Gawor for delving into the archives at the Fashion Institute of Technology (FIT), New York, on my behalf.

I am, as always, grateful to my wonderful agent, Isabel Atherton at Creative Authors, as well as my editor, Deni Remsberg at Bloomsbury, for believing as much as I did that the incredible women behind Halston deserve to have their stories told and to be recognized for the contribution they made to the man who dressed America.




Introduction


When I first interviewed former model and Halstonette Chris Royer in January 2022 for my book Behind the Gloss, I was immediately struck by the deep love and respect she had for Halston. Before our call, I had done my research. I had read the books and magazine articles, watched the documentaries and the Netflix series, and was well-versed in the designer’s lavish lifestyle and subsequent downfall.

I had also read Steven Gaines’s book Simply Halston: The Untold Story, a fascinating book that delved into every intricacy of Halston’s life but also seemed to revel and delight in the volatile love affairs, excessive drug taking, debauchery, and partying. It should have come as no surprise when his previous book, The Club, a roman à clef, written with a former Studio 54 bartender, exposed Halston, “tall and thin, dressed in black from head to toe, looking like an elegant exclamation point,” as a “ten-year cocaine aficionado,” who “loved the glistening white powder.”1

When The Club was published in 1980, Andy Warhol wrote in his diaries, “I don’t know how they are going to get away with it.”2 The authors were threatened with $20 million in libel lawsuits, but no one sued. Even Steven Gaines admitted to the similarities. “It was so transparent it was like a pane of glass,” he told the New York Post’s celebrity column, Page Six, in 2014. “Everyone said, ‘You’ll never write in this town again.’”3 But he did write again, and Simply Halston was published in 1991, the same year that Halston died. It’s no wonder that he had told his niece, Lesley Frowick, to whom he bequeathed his personal archives, that if Steven Gaines approached her, she should have nothing to do with him.

Halston had already been bitterly betrayed by his close friend, Andy Warhol, when he published his diaries, The Andy Warhol Diaries, in 1989, which ripped both Halston and his inner circle to shreds for the best part of a decade. Andy had died two years earlier, so all Halston could do in retaliation was to clear his house of all his Warhol works of art.

The more I spoke to Chris and others close to Halston, the more I realized there was a different story to tell. While there’s no denying that he got swept up in the hedonistic excesses of the time, it is not the story of Halston. Of course, it’s impossible not to ignore that the height of his fame was during the 1970s, the decade when everything was new and thrilling. Sex with girls, sex with boys, sex with girls and boys, going out, coming out, the sexual revolution, women’s liberation, Gay Pride, the Pill, and Stonewall.

For the first time in America, the fashion industry had made celebrities of its shining new stars from Stephen Burrows, Giorgio di Sant’Angelo, and Halston to Calvin Klein, Ralph Lauren, and Diane von Furstenberg. Musicians, artists, actors, fashion designers, interior designers, photographers, and models all came together in one huge melting pot of creativity and experimentation, and their worlds collided and intertwined.

For Behind The Gloss I spoke to numerous people who were part of the new fashion community, including makeup artist Sandy Linter, who worked continuously for Vogue during the 1970s with photographers such as Irving Penn, Chris von Wangenheim, and Helmut Newton, along with the biggest models in the industry at the time, from Patti Hansen, Gia Carangi, and Cheryl Tiegs to Christie Brinkley, Jerry Hall, and Iman. Working every day from 1973 to 1981, Sandy explained how she went to “Studio” every weeknight for the thirty-three months it was open, and, more often than not, straight from the dancefloor to work the following morning. Regardless of what went on the night before, each new day was business as usual. Work hard and play hard was the motto of the decade.

But while the 1970s gave so much, for many, it took it all away too. For those who loved to “live” life and all that it had to offer, it was bittersweet. AIDS arrived at the height of the decade; it was cruel and brutal, and the fashion industry was hit the hardest. Fashion designers Giorgio di Sant’Angelo, Willi Smith, and Perry Ellis; fashion illustrators Antonio Lopez and Juan Ramos; photographers Bill King, Herb Ritts, and Barry McKinley; models Tina Chow and Gia Carangi all lost their lives, and they were just the tip of the iceberg. And, of course, there was Halston.

Who knows







PROLOGUE
THE MAN IN THE BLACK CASHMERE TURTLENECK


The air is filled with the heady scent of expensive perfume, white orchids, True cigarettes and Rigaud Cyprès candles. The sunlight is pouring in, casting warm shadows across the luxurious, red-carpeted floor. Smooth jazz croons softly in the background. The office door is closed, the phone left unanswered. Gossip and laughter fill the room.

Among the cozy gathering sits Lauren Bacall, or is it “Park Avenue Ladies” Babe Paley and Lee Radziwill, or perhaps exquisite beauties Bianca Jagger and Margaux Hemingway? Between mouthfuls of quiche and salad, and sips of fine wine from their lipstick-marked Baccarat crystal glasses, the man at the center of it all, a vision in black with movie-star good looks, sparkling green eyes and dirty blonde hair, cigarette in hand, is giggling and telling jokes.

Lunch with Halston is a daily affair. “Come up and we’ll have one of my famous lunches,” he coos on the phone to one of his “sweeticakes.”1 As the frivolity draws to a close, two exquisite house models or Halstonettes, as they’re commonly known, appear, as if by magic, from within the mirrored walls. One wears the softest butterscotch cashmere pantsuit with a matching stole draped around her shoulders, while the other pivots and twirls in a hand-dyed chiffon floor-length, halter-neck dress. No fuss, no frills, just pure elegance. Without batting an eyelid, the lunch guests reach for their checkbooks, because Halston is America’s hottest designer, and he knows exactly what his “sweeticakes” want.

*

Roy Frowick Halston had made it. In February 1973, the New York Times stated, “More and more people are learning to spell the name Halston, and to recognize the tie-dye kaftans and flowing matte jersey dresses that are his trademarks. In the last six months, Halston has become . . . America’s hottest designer.”2

From humble beginnings, as a seven-year-old boy making hats with freshly picked flowers and a pot cleaning sponge for his mother Hallie Mae, he had come a long way. With a client list from New York socialites Babe Paley, Betty Ford, Brooke Astor, and Marie-Hélène de Rothschild to Hollywood royalty Elizabeth Taylor, Liza Minnelli, Barbra Streisand, and Lauren Bacall, he was well and truly on the road to stardom. His secret? Women trusted him. “He made women look beautiful,” said his lifelong friend and confidante Liza Minnelli. “They wore the clothes, the clothes did not wear them.”3

But it was Halston Originals, the newly formed ready-to-wear business, housed at the prestigious address of 550 Seventh Avenue along with fashion doyens Bill Blass, Oscar de la Renta, Karl Lagerfeld, and later Ralph Lauren and Donna Karan, that put him firmly on the fashion map. With orders pouring in worth over $3 million after only nine months and a sixty-piece summer collection on the way, his dream was to dress every woman in America.

The reason for his success was that he gave women what they wanted; it was that simple. From light-as-a-feather chiffon caftans in sheer, hand-painted patterns—Babe Paley ordered ten in a variety of colors—to long black silk dresses shimmering with tiny gold dots, shiny beaded pajama pants, and trouser suits in luscious shades of cobalt and magenta.

For day, there were butter-soft cashmere sweaters and cardigans in delicious shades of raspberry, lavender, cherry, and burnt orange, worn with a soft white silk blouse, or slung over the shoulders, and enveloping cashmere ponchos in delicate shades of sand and mushroom for those blustery New York winters. For evening, slinky silk charmeuse dresses that plunged to the waistline or creamy blush silk satin dresses seemingly held together with nothing but a knot tied at the shoulder.

And there was the infamous Ultrasuede shirt dress, a simple yet classic long-sleeved dress that could be worn either belted or not and came in a choice of colors from violet and pistachio to butterscotch and beige. Halston had first come across the Japanese-made synthetic Ultrasuede in Paris and immediately fell in love with the fact that it was so soft, luxurious and yet practical. It was also durable and lightweight, warm in the winter and cool in the summer, and could be thrown into the washing machine and hung out to dry.

As soon as he returned to New York from Paris, he began working on ideas, and more than 100 sketches later, the Ultrasuede shirt dress was born. At $180 a pop, by 1976, over 42,000 units had been sold, and it became known by the New York Times as the “herd dress,” simply because everybody had one. The herd instinct had become the new chic.

Halston was interested in creating fashion that fit into women’s lifestyles. It was the new dawn of the working woman; she wanted practical clothes for the day, glamour for the evening, but she also wanted clothes that were easy and comfortable. His clothes were minimal and underplayed, yet they were elegant, luxurious, and most importantly, wearable. For him, as a designer, it was imperative that the most important element of an outfit was not just the way it looked, but the way it felt on the body. Many pieces were without zippers and buttons, and elastic waists often featured in trousers and skirts as well as diaphanous sleeves on chiffon caftans.

He wanted to dress everyone from the celebrity and socialite to the shopgirl behind the makeup counter in Bloomingdale’s: dark-skinned girls, Black girls, blondes, brunettes, and redheads; these were the girls of America. He was fully aware that his customers came in all ages, shapes, and sizes. “I have no ideal woman. We have suggestions for every figure type. After all, Americans come from every ethnic group, have every kind of figure. Most American women are under five feet four. I’d say that 90 per cent of them wear bras.”4

He wasn’t without his critics, however, and was often dismissed for overpriced clothes that were too simple in design. Sportswear designer Anne Klein claimed that Halston made “no-clothes clothes,” and Blair Sabol, outspoken fashion columnist for The Village Voice, referred to them as “uniforms . . . devoid of any personality.” Sometimes compared to Yves Saint Laurent, the French designer responded with, “Ridiculous. Halston does nice things, but he is no designer.” Halston quickly retaliated with, “Yves? He makes gorgeous raincoats.”5

But it was the sharp-tongued fashion critic of the New Yorker, Kennedy Fraser, who dismissed Halston as an “anti-designer” who had “more in common with blue jeans and mass production than couture and hand-workmanship.”6 But this could not have been further from the truth. The design and construction of every piece, while deceptively simple, was a feat of highly complicated and technically innovative engineering.

“The genius of how Halston’s clothes fitted so many women is because he did so much technical work and figured it out beforehand,” says Chris Royer, former model and Halstonette, who not only worked closely with him on his designs but has collected and archived more than 200 of his pieces. “That’s why those patterns were so different, and when people try to translate or copy them, it doesn’t work. That’s part of the reason why the old Halston pieces are so fascinating. They’re timeless, and if you separated them and pulled them apart, you’d get to see how distinctive those patterns were.”7

He wasn’t perfect, and he knew it. He could be stubborn and had a temper. His friends and co-workers put up with tantrums; he set high standards and was demanding, and his models could change outfits as many as eighty times during an eighteen-hour day. One salesgirl left in tears after being shouted down for not recognizing the wealthy wife of a well-known diplomat when she came into the boutique.8 “Gosh, Halston could be imperious,” remembers Halstonette Nancy North. “When he said, ‘Jump!’ we jumped.”9

But Halston adored women. Despite his fame for being a groundbreaking designer and craftsman with his signature cashmere, slinky silk charmeuse, and feather-weight chiffons, more than anything, he was a mentor, loyal friend, and confidante. And he was generous. With his time, his expertise, and his friendship. When he recognized former model and Halstonette Elsa Peretti’s extraordinary talent for creating jewelry, not only did he commission her to design jewelry and his first perfume bottle, but he also recommended her to Tiffany & Co., resulting in a relationship with the jeweler that lasted until she died nearly fifty years later.

When Halstonette Chris Royer showed an interest in the creation of Halston’s pieces and a flair for design, he took her under his wing. “He was one of the biggest supporters of women, period,” she says. “If he chose you, it was because he believed in you. His time was short, he was constantly on deadline, so if you were there and a part of it, you knew it was something special.” But it wasn’t all work and no play; he was supportive as a friend, too, and he cared deeply about the women in his life. “If any of his female friends had a fight or broke up with their boyfriend,” remembers Chris, “he would say, ‘Fine, we’re going out for dinner tonight,’ and he would take you out and give you a fabulous time.”10

From the Halstonettes to Hollywood stars, everyone in Halston’s circle was treated to his generosity and loyalty. He was “in love” with Elizabeth Taylor. “We have such rapport,” he claimed. “We’re made for each other,”11 while he treated his friend, the gregarious, 200-pound Andy Warhol muse Pat Ast, like a celebrity, showering her with all the glitz and glamour he felt she deserved. Bianca Jagger, Marisa Berenson, Pat Cleveland, Angelica Huston, there were so many “Halston girls,” as Warhol called them, that he would refer to Halston’s house as “Halston’s Home for Wayward Women.”12 And then there was Liza Minnelli, his greatest confidante of all. “When I met Halston, I just remember him talking and me listening,” she recalled. “We were joined at the hip from then on.”13

But it wasn’t just the famous clients, Halstonettes, and models that made Halston the man he was. It was also the women behind the scenes who were crucial to his success. Without publicist Eleanor Lambert, famously known as “the Empress of Seventh Avenue,” he would never have been plucked from an unknown boutique in Chicago, introduced to Bergdorf Goodman where he first made a name for himself, or been introduced to Jacqueline Kennedy and Liza Minnelli; Vogue editors Diana Vreeland and Grace Mirabella exposed his talent through their fashion pages and magazine covers; Martha Graham, one of America’s most influential dancers and “mother of modern dance” entrusted him completely with the costumes for her productions, referring to Halston as “a strange, gentle, fierce man, fierce because he would only settle for the best.”14

For somebody who said “a little glamor doesn’t hurt,” Halston changed the face of American fashion. He was the first American designer to have both ready-to-wear (Halston Originals) and a made-to-order “maison” (Halston Ltd), open a boutique under his own name, license his name, and eventually go mass market. According to fashion journalist Marylou Luther, he was American fashion’s first real superstar. “To trace Halston’s career is to trace the course of American fashion during the seventies. Halston was the King. The Emperor. The Grand Sultan of Style. And he knew it.”15

At the same time, he was acutely aware that he would have been none of those things without the women by his side. For all the adoration he lavished upon them, when it came down to it, he needed them as much as they needed him, perhaps more. It goes without saying that there were influential men in Halston’s life too. Joe Eula, one of the twentieth century’s greatest fashion illustrators, “the most important person in New York,” according to Andy Warhol,16 and Halston’s creative director and close friend during the 1970s; David Mahoney, chairman of Norton Simon and loyal supporter of Halston; and Victor Hugo, Halston’s on-and-off volatile Venezuelan boyfriend of seventeen years. But this is a story about women, without whom there would be no Halston. They were his muses, his inspiration, his soul mates, his audience, his devotees, his everything. They are the women behind the man in the black cashmere turtleneck.
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