

“Throwing a Great Party During Hard Times”

Frederick Townsend Martin describes the lavish affair his brother and sister-in-law put on for the crème de la crème of New York society in 1897 during a severe national depression.

     Every year my brother Bradley and his wife spend their winters in New York, when they entertained largely.  One morning at breakfast my brother remarked—

     “I think it would be a good thing if we got up something; there seems to be a great deal of depression in trade; suppose we send out invitations for a concert.”

     “And pray, what good will that do?” asked my sister-in-law, “the money will only benefit foreigners.  No, I’ve a far better idea; let us give a costume ball at so short notice that our guests won’t have time to get their dresses from Paris.  That will give an impetus to trade that nothing else will.”
     Directly Mrs. Martin’s plan became known, there was a regular storm of comment…

     We were besieged by reporters, but my brother and his wife invariably refused to discuss the matter.  Threatening letters arrived by every post, debating societies discussed our extravagance, and last, but not least, we were burlesqued unmercifully on the stage.

     I think every one anticipated a disturbance, but nothing of the kind took place, and the evening passed without any untoward incident.

     The best way I can describe what is always known as the “Bradley Martin Ball,” is to say that it reproduced the splendour of Versailles in New York, and I doubt if even the Roi Soleil himself ever witnessed a more dazzling sight.  The interior of the Waldorf-Astoria Hotel was transformed into a replica of Versailles, and rare tapestries, beautiful flowers and countless lights made an effective background for the wonderful gowns and their wearers.  I do not think there has ever been a greater display of jewels before or since; in many cases the diamond buttons worn by the men represented thousands of dollars, and the value of the historic gems worn by the ladies baffles description.  

     My sister-in-law personated Mary Stuart, and her gold embroidered gown was trimmed with pearls and precious stones.  Bradley, as 

Louis XV, wore a Court suit of brocade, and I represented a gentleman of the period.  The whole thing appealed most strongly to my imagination…

     The power of wealth with its refinement and vulgarity was everywhere.  It gleamed from countless jewels, and it was proclaimed by the thousands of orchids and roses, whose fragrance that night was like incense burnt on the altar of the Golden Calf.

     I cannot conceive why this entertainment should have been condemned.  We Americans are so accustomed to display that I should have thought the ball would not have been regarded as anything very unusual.  Every on said it was the most brilliant function of the kind ever seen in America, and it certainly was the most talked about. 

     After the ball the authorities promptly raised my brother’s taxes quite out of proportion to those paid by any one else, and the matter was only settled after a very acrimonious dispute.  Bradley and his wife resented intensely the annoyance to which they had been subjected, and they decided to sell their house in New York and buy a residence in London.
