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PROLOGUE

Manhattan, Mid-1950s
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AS SHE STOOD ON THE SIDEWALK amid the glistening steel towers of 1950s Manhattan—buses whooshing by, newspaper vendors hawking the latest headlines, construction workers jackhammering in the street—she adjusted her spotless white gloves, tipped her hat a fraction of an inch back into position, and straightened the jacket of her tailored business suit. Then she raised her hand to hail one of the yellow Checker Cabs beetling down the street. It was a strong, commanding gesture. She knew where she was going, in more ways than one.

Who was she? She might have been the daughter of a Brooklyn sign-painter or a Wall Street stockbroker or an Illinois farmer. She might have a degree from Smith or Vassar or Cornell, or maybe only a high school diploma because her family couldn’t afford to send her college. But now, as she headed to her first job interview, the most important fact anyone needed to know about her was that she was a graduate of the exclusive Katharine Gibbs School on Park Avenue.

But any casual passerby would have known that right away. It was the look, almost a uniform: the neutral-colored suit that hit just the right note of fashion-meets-business with its “New Look” rounded shoulders, nipped waist, and straight skirt; the string of pearls and small matching earrings; the white gloves; the soft shades of lipstick and nail polish, and her neatly styled hair, no longer than collar length. And, of course, the hat. Not one of those flamboyant, lampshade styles as wide as an umbrella, but a demure, close-fitting crescent shape or a quiet little pillbox or a face-framing cloche. Class.

If any doubts remained, her demeanor dispelled them. She was calm, confident, friendly, and polite. No pushing ahead of anyone, and if a briefcase-carrying man leaped in front to claim the taxi that had just pulled to the curb for her—well, another one would come along soon. She’d built in extra time for this sort of thing. Definitely a “Gibbs girl.”

Some people—mostly men—thought Katharine Gibbs was merely a secretarial school. While Gibbs did require students to master typing and stenography at breakneck speed before graduating, these skills merely opened the door to the halls of power. Once inside, young women should aim for the sky. “Expect great things!” founder Katharine Gibbs told them. Her school would give women the courage and vision to do just that. It would teach them how to walk, talk, dress, and behave so they belonged among the swells. No special connections or “right background” needed. The rules of this game could be learned.

Graduates who started their careers as assistants in executive suites would use those jobs as launching pads into leadership positions in business, the arts, education, the military, and government. They might work for a retailer, a manufacturer, an art dealer, a publishing company, a college, or a movie studio. They’d make big decisions, travel the world, and have their own secretaries. They wouldn’t need to marry for financial security or bask in their husband’s reflected glory. They could wait for love, and if love never came, they’d still have gotten a square deal. They’d have lived life on their own terms.

As the young woman on that Manhattan street stepped into her cab and gave the driver her destination, she knew she’d get this job. Actually, what she knew was that she’d get the job offer. Whether or not she accepted it was another matter. Gibbs teachers had hammered in the importance of career planning, especially in the first five years. What could she learn here? Could she move up in the organization? Would she make useful contacts? Because while this man—and it was always a man—would get the best secretary he ever had—someone who’d fix his grammar, stay late without complaining, and charm clients and colleagues when he kept them waiting—she was going places. She might not know where yet, but it would be Somewhere Important.

Today, the Katharine Gibbs School has disappeared and is all but forgotten. Yet in its glory days, the early to mid-twentieth century, it was a quiet revolutionary force in the working world.

At a time when the nation’s professional schools accepted women in no more than minuscule numbers, blocking them from high-paying, prestigious careers in law, medicine, and business—a time when women were supposed to marry quickly or busy themselves beforehand as teachers, nurses, and librarians—Katharine Gibbs opened the door to a much wider range of choices. It showed women how to get in, get ahead, and get to the top.

Equipped and encouraged, many Gibbs graduates soared. This is their story—a story about the imagination, courage, and triumphs of a remarkable, white-gloved army of women who typed their way out of the shadows of history, forever changing the face of power in America and setting the stage for gender equality in the twenty-first century workplace.
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April 4, 1909, Cranston, Rhode Island
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IT WAS A QUIET SUNDAY AFTERNOON, with a brisk spring breeze ruffling the air off Narragansett Bay. Onshore at the Edgewood Yacht Club, William Gibbs, a popular member who’d been elected vice commodore some years before, was preparing his yawl for the upcoming racing season. He loved sailing and took great pride in his boat, a sprightly little two-mast craft considered one of the finest of its class in the area. This year, it was especially important to make a good show. The previous April, the red-roofed, shingle-style Edgewood clubhouse had inexplicably burst into flames, sending sheets of fire into the night sky and burning fiercely until all that remained was “a mass of smoldering ruins lying on the beach.”

Miraculously, within a year, the club’s hardy New England membership, about five hundred strong, had rebuilt the structure back to its original design, complete with a second-floor ballroom and long, leisurely front porches facing the bay. The least William could do in appreciation was to apply a fresh coat of paint to his yawl, named Katharine.

A few blocks away, the original Katharine, William’s forty-six-year-old wife, was at their home at 110 Albert Avenue. A petite, soft-spoken woman, she was content in her role as a supportive wife and a devoted mother to their two sons, now nine and eleven. Her husband made the decisions. She followed. Because it was his passion, whether she’d wanted to or not, she learned to sail and dutifully served on William’s crew. It seemed a fair bargain. He was a good man, with a respectable job as a watchmaker at Tilden-Thurber, an upscale jewelry and home furnishings store in nearby Providence that sold items like Patek Philippe watches, Oriental rugs, oil paintings, and Gorham silver tea sets. William’s earnings had brought them to this leafy neighborhood of comfortably sized homes—nothing ostentatious, that wasn’t the way here—and his outgoing personality had ensured a warm welcome into the Yacht Club’s social whirl of fortnightly dances, whist tournaments, charity fundraisers, and, of course, friendly competitions out on the bay. Altogether, the family enjoyed a safe, predictable, peaceful life. That was how Katharine expected to spend the rest of her days.

Fate had other plans. Shortly after 1:00 p.m. on April 9, 1909, William ascended in the boatswain’s chair to scrape the mainmast before painting it. Suddenly, the thirty-foot pole snapped at its base and sent him hurtling downward, smashing his head against the wooden deck and whacking him across the chest.

Friends who’d been helping William paint the boat carried his limp body home. Surely his injuries weren’t serious, they consoled Katharine. A few days’ rest in bed and he’d recover completely. But the doctor who arrived a short time later took one look at William and immediately ordered him to the hospital. He died there sixteen days later of a brain hemorrhage and internal injuries. He was fifty-three.

Being suddenly widowed with two young children was bad enough, but Katharine was in for another big shock. Her loving husband left her nearly broke. He had no life insurance or significant savings, and their house was rented rather than owned. To make matters worse, because he had failed to make a will, all their assets—which according to the law were his assets—fell under the jurisdiction of the probate court. That meant that a judge would decide how to distribute their possessions, while imposing taxes and fees that were much greater than they would have been had William executed a will.

Nothing except her clothes remained to Katharine, not even a chair to sit in or a plate on which to serve her children dinner. Treated more or less as an interloper in her own family, she had to ask the court for permission to keep her household furniture, for a six-month family support allowance of $700 (a modest $4,000 a month today), and even for money to pay her late husband’s hospital bill. After those and miscellaneous other deductions, the estate was valued at $6,104 (about $211,000 today), mostly in shares of stock. The court divided that amount in thirds among Katharine and her two sons. When all the dust settled, she ended up facing the rest of her life with about $540 in cash (about $18,700 today). The government was no help. Social Security, with life-saving benefits for women like Katharine, wouldn’t arrive until 1935.

Worst of all, Katharine discovered she might lose custody of her children. In Rhode Island at the time, if one spouse failed to make a will appointing the other as the guardian of their children under fourteen, the state took over. Katharine had to petition the court for guardianship of her sons and she was especially at risk because she had no income. Her boys might be torn from her and sent to some faraway relative they barely knew, or worse, end up in a grim state-run orphanage that could send them out to earn their keep as household servants or indentured laborers.

It took more than a year, but in late September 1910, likely with the help of her lawyer brother John, Katharine dodged that heartbreak and officially became her boys’ guardian. However, the state didn’t totally trust her. To make sure she didn’t abscond with money meant for her children’s care, she had to sign a bond of $6,000 to her sister. As a further insult, the court appointed three men to assess the boys’ inheritance.

Once legal matters were settled, Katharine faced the big black void of her future. Middle-aged, with two children to support on her own, she had never worked outside the home a day in her life. She had no marketable skills and only a high school education.

How in the world was she going to survive? And how could she make sure that she never again ended up so vulnerable?

The answers that Katharine Gibbs found to these questions would ultimately transform the lives of generations of American women. But first, Katharine had to transform herself. She had to throw away the attitudes and assumptions about a woman’s place in the world that had beguiled her for forty-six years but that, under pressure, had turned treacherous and catastrophic.
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