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The Gilded Age's Scandalous
Society Magazine

He was well read, a veteran, a landowner, an
entrepreneur, an inventor—and was privy to all of New
York’s most delicious gossip. Hailing from a working-
class background and with an education in engineering,
you might be wondering how Mann was able to start
one of the most parasitic gossip rags of the Gilded
Age. 
Founded in the late 19th century, the magazine which
would become Town Topics: The Journal of Society,
began circulating in New York City.  
The ultimate goal was to draw in and bribe New York’s
wealthiest sets.

The society rag dished all of New York’s dirt—alongside
the occasional political commentary, literary, and
cultural articles. Mann hired maids, chauffeurs and
even musicians who entered the city’s wealthiest
households—people in the background of Manhattan’s
upper echelons of society—to give up information on
their employers.

He developed a scheme to pick out and blackmail
about 400 people of the wealthiest and most
prominent robber barons of the day. Part of his plan
was to mail a copy of the upcoming issue to the
victims of Town Topics gossip before it was sent to the
presses to ask if they would like to “make any edits”
and offering the removal of any secrets in exchange
for buying some advertising in the newspaper.

William K. Vanderbilt paid $25,000 to Town Topics,
while Dr. Seward Webb, Vanderbilt’s brother-in-law,
paid $14,000. J. Pierpont Morgan dished out $2,500
and William C. Whitney, $1,000.  Arabella Huntington,
once known as the richest woman in the country, was
out to avoid legal intervention when it was revealed
that she paid Mann for a $10,000 “subscription” to one
of his other publications, Fads and Fancies of
Representative Americans.

Town Topics began its inevitable decline following
Mann’s death in 1920, much to the relief of New
York’s elite. The publication wasn’t ruthless enough
to continue without him and closed its doors in
1930. The publication of Town Topics during the
Gilded Age, bribed many, including Tuxedo Park’s
elite set at that time.

How William d’Alton Mann blackmailed his way
into creating one of New York City’s most
parasitic gossip rags. 
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Read entire article in issue #110
 on our website www.tuxedoparkmagazine.com
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