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D AVID 

uggy pring afternoon in Manhattan and David Patrick Columbia '62 has just strolled into 
Miahae ' ,  a crisply understated restaurant on West 5 5th Street, to a round of greetings. The wait 
sta · . he maitre d'. As Columbia crosses to a table heads turn from conversations. Women at 
window tables nod and smile. A ta1med yachty-look.ing man says hello. He's the publisher of a 
national tabloid. The women are Betsy McCaughey Ross, former New York lieutenant governor, 
and Polly Bergen, the star of Follies on Broadway. 

The maitre d', Steve Millington, stops to take Columbia's order: cappuccino and Pellagrino. 
"\tVe've missed you," Millington says. "You must be very busy." 
"I am very busy," Columbia says. 
I ndeed, he is. H e  has just left the Astaire Awards, a benefit Broadway performance at the 

Hudson Theatre, where he made several new acquaintances in the dance world. The previous 
night he attended an awards dinner at The Rainbow Room. That came on the heels of a Literacy 
Partners benefit at Lincoln Center, where the columnist Liz Smith was the host. "You had 
what's his name, David Sedaris, and Anne Beattie and Tom Brokaw and Barbara Goldsmith 
reading from their books," Columbia said. "And then afterward you dine with these people. 
That's just special. It really is." 

And for David Patrick Columbia, it's also all in a day's-or night's-work. 
A former actor, stockbroker, clothes-shop owner and autobiographer for lure, Columbia is the 

premier chronicler of New York society or, as The New York Observer put it recently, "society darling 
and scribe." Editor in chief of Avenue magazine, a glossy montl1ly dedicated to the world of black-tie 
benefits and celebrity weddings, Columbia is also the creator of NewYorkSocialDiary.com, a daily 
\tVeb report on the conLings and goings of tl1e kind of New Yorkers who get their picture in The 
NrLV York Times when they su·oll into parties. It's a Fitzgerald-esque world, and Columbia, who 
once described his mean and modest western Massachusetts childhood as "Tennessee \tVilliams up 
north," is an unlikely character to have emerged as its diarist. 

Or is he? 

{JJ� Ye/'f!l {!Jq_yle "7& 
P H OT O S  B Y  N I NA B E R M A N  

C O L B Y  • F A L L  2 0 0 1  \ 1 3 



Columbia grew up in \\'estfield, .\ l ass. ,  the son 
of a machinist who at one time had been a dri,·er 

for B l ack J ack Bomi.er, father of J ackie Kennedy 
Onas is .  The \\'estfield household was a tense one, 
according to Columbia,  except "·hen his parents 
talked about their early �·ears in Xew York Ci�·-

"The world that they talked about "·as a Yery 

magi ca l  "·orld for this l i ttle bo�- who gre\\· up in a 
,-ery cold house where people "·ere fighting "·ith 
each other a l l  the time. And "·e l i,·ed on the edge 
of pm·er�·- This \\·as a II'Orld "-here people l i 1·ed i n  
,-e�- grand houses a n d  grand aparo11ents a n d  had 
chauffeur-dri,·en cars and sailed on ,-achts. \\nen 
m y  mother and father talked about it,  they talked 
about it  with a kind of "·onder and a reYerence."  

A half-centu�· later, their  son would, too. 
But the route that led Columbia to the world of 

the weal thy was a circuitous one. Columbia, who 
acknowledged h i s  homose.xuali�· long after college, 

Drn·id Patrick Columbia '62, abo·ve, visits U'ith guests at 
a benefit pmT)• at an estate in Soutbbampton, Long Island, 
last smm1m: At 1·igbt Columbia maps a digital photo jo1· use 
on his Web site, Ne·w Y01·kSocialDimy.com . .tlt far 1·ight, he 
catches up u:itb a Soutbbampton friend. 

recalled h i mself as an effeminate young boy who ah1·ays fel t  l ike an 
outsider. I I e  decided early on to cm·er up that part of his  makeup and 
to beha,·e in a "-a�· that "·ould al low him to ad,·ance socially. "And I 
succeeded,'' Columbia said.  ".\ I�- first success was at Colby."  

I l e  was  rushed by and pledged to Delta Kappa Epsi lon, then a 
fraterni�· of pri1·ileged students and sports captains. Columbia, who 
" as neither, sa id being a Deke was his fi rst experi ence of "being 
inside." I t  also was a perhaps-chance encounter as a Deke that affi rmed 
his abi l i �- as a " ri ter, he said. A fraterni�· brother and hockey star, 
Frank . tephenson '62 , thrust a paper into Columbia's hand as they 
passt.:d on the path to the DKE house. The paper was a Ayer for a 
p lay-\\ riting contest and tephenson said Columbia should enter. H e  
d i d ,  and " i t h  Professor James Gi l lespie in the cast, the play won . 

The prize " as I 00. hortly after that, at the end of fi rst semester 
of his Junior year, Columbia added to his string of Aunked science 
courst.:s and " as asked to lea1·e Colby. I r e mo1·ed to l"e"' York; 
the I 00 " as his  seed money. l l is  first stop was a fel low student's 
mother\ apartment- 1 6  rooms on Park A1·enue with a maid and 
cook .m d Columbia\ first look at a " orld from "-h i ch he woul d 
Ll[(.:r forge a career. 

But he spent years Aoundering, he says. l ie tried acti ng but quit 
.1 fter tl ubbmg l ines in a summer-stock production in  Lake Placid.  
I le  m.uned. became a stockbroker. Br I 9- 1 he had left \\'al l  Street 
.md opened .1 head shop m Pound Ridge, X. Y. It was a Aop unti l  a 
fnend suggested he sell designer sports\\ ear. "The same mothers who 
,, otddn 't bu� .1 T-shirt for three dol lars '' c)Uid sar, 'Two hundred 
thlrt\ -ll l l lC doiLlrs for a s\\ eater set: l l o11 fabulous."' 

oon C o l u m b i a  had t\1 o s to res and a rented estate . But  the 
pl.1� 11  nght 11  as sti l l  msale C :oluml>1a the businessman. 

( .oltunhi,l "s .mecdmcs <lre fu l l  of "names," and b� this time in his  
i lk thL n.1mes .Ji re;HI� smacked of cclelm� . Fric Premi nger, son of 
d m:nor ( )no Prun inger .md ( · �  ps� Rose l .ee, " as a good friend. 

l i e ,ll!!!!C,tcd Columbi,l pur ue hi' 11 nn ng. The mother of a friend 

11 ,1, m�1�ried to one of the hig!!est mm ie 'tud 1o heads in I lol l� " ood . 

Col umbia l1.1d 11 ri m:n a 'creenpl.1�  <lnd the fri end got It to Sher� 

l .. m�ing. then .1 producer. ! .ncr cl1.1 i rnun of Paramount P1uures.  

L,1 n � 1ng re.1d the �neenpLl�  .m d told C :olum hi .1 he should he in 

I l ol l�  \\ Ood, he '<1� ' · I iL  ,ofd rhe bu�iness .md he<lded 11 esr. ''That\ a l l  

I needed . .. he �.1id . . ..  her� l . .1n�ing ne1 er �poke ro me <lg•l l n . "  

But with Columbia a n d  his serendipitous social  contacts, o n e  thing 
seems to a lways lead to a nother. He worked for a movie producer, 
freelanced (Esqui1·e publ ished his firsthand account of one of Truman 
Capote's "lost weekends" in Hollywood), wrote stories for a movie 
magazine, scripts for a courn·oom television show. In 1 986 a book
editor friend pointed him in the direction of another editor looking for 
a writer to collaborate with Debbie Reynolds on her autobiography. 
Columbia signed on and the book Debbie: My Life was published by 
\Vi l l iam l\ 1orrow in  1 98 8 .  I ts success led to contracts to do other 
celebrity biographies-the Cushing sisters of  Boston, a noted jazz 
singer-though neither of tl1ose projects was completed. 

Then Columbia 's long-ti m e  partner J e ft h i m .  It was a b i tter 
breal'1lp, and Columbia packed a few belongings and h is  dogs into 
his  Yolkswagen convertible and drove from L.A. to New York. He 
sti l l  was t inkering with the j a zz-si nger book when the owner of  
Quest magazine asked him to write for her. Columbia wrote about 50 
profiles of society figures from 1 994 to 1 997,  walking out  when he 
felt  his  editor had become heavy-handed. Eventually he signed on at 
.--!venue, another society magazine, but by then Columbia had his  eye 
on a different venue-the L1ternet. 

"I could see that was the future for me," he said.  " Because what I 
write about is not of great interest to everybody, but those who find it  
interesting are everywhere and they are devoted." 

And are there people who are part of this world and people who 
are merely fascinated by it) "Yeah ,  and of course the people who are 
in it are also fasci nated by the people who are in it," Columbia said.  
"There are people who run toward the nearest photographer to make 
sure their picture i s  taken. _ _  . T t's really interesting because when I 
mm·ed to California, if you went to a big party or a big benefit or a 
premiere, there were a lways photographers and there were always 
m01·ie stars and the mo1·ie stars were always camera ready. \Vhenever 
there 11·as a camera around there was a pose and they looked rea lly 
good. They just lul0\1 ho" to do it. It was just a curious thing for me to 
�ee because I had ne1 er seen people so attuned to the lens. But when 1 
came back to Ae\\ York in the early 1\"i neties, I found that everybody in 
the " hole street "·as l ike that. Everybody is camera ready." 

l i e readi l)  ackn< JII ledges that many of the people who look at his 
maguinc ( 7 5 ,000 circulation) or \\'eb site (400,000 hits a week) look 
at the picture� and skip his prose. "The nature of the time we're living 



in," he remarked, citing Louis Mumford 's 
Pentagon of Powe1·, which he read at Colby. 
"Basically what Mr. Mumford was saying is 
that we've become so mechanized that we're 

losing our humanistic qualities," he said. "And I do think it's really 
come to pass." 

If that sounds like someone who longs for another time, it may be. 
Columbia, who describes himself as a social historian, often looks at 
the present as a pale imitation of the past. His reading tends toward 
history (that week he was reading Jacques Barzun's From Dawn to 
Decadence, and his conversation tends to scurry from George Bush 
to 1 7th-century memoirists). Asked by a New Y!n·k Times reporter 
about prospects for a new magazine, Gotham, for younger readers, 
Columbia sniffed. "I find the young are really boring," he said. "They 
don't know anything and they're not curious about anything." 

Contrast that with the reverence with which Columbia describes 
the hostess of a 5th Avenue party organized to kick off a benefit for a 
cancer center: "Mrs. Petrie loves Casablanca lilies, and their beauty 
is redolent. They speak for her presence; all part of the whole. Mrs. 
Peu·ie is Old School;  beauty, discipline, perfection. A creative force 
called style, which, like its sister, courtesy, is a rare aduevement." 

That sort of testimonial wil l get a writer invitations, though 
even without one Columbia manages quite wel l ,  thank you. At an 
Oscar de Ia Renta fashion show he arrived to find that some sort 
of glitch left him with no seat assignment. Not to worry. Ivana 
Trump to the rescue. 

"I told her my problem," Columbia recow1ted in his diary. "She 
said, in her tril ly, European/Czech accent (dahling), not far from 
the Gabors in their prime, 'I have an extra ticket because Roffredo 
(Gaetani, the man in her life) couldn't make it, so come with me. "' 
Columbia did, as the crowds parted and photographers snapped .  
"Ivana was a much better ticket." 

Col umbia does occasional l y  make reference to marriages of 
convenience, squabbles over inheritances and other items swept out 
from under the rug. A takeout on a gay man denied membership to 
a prestigious Newport beach club still has socialites there fuming, 
he says. And he can be acerbic, as in this summation of Bill Clinton 
friend Denise Rich and her entrance to New York society, about 
which Columbia was interviewed by CN T: "As far as i\ lrs. Rich's 
social ascent is concerned, it is not w1like that of many other socially 
prominent New Yorkers," he said. "She came to town \\·ith a lot of 
money, bought herself a large and lm:urious penthouse triplex, hung 
out the ham, and they all came running." 

His reporting is  largely charitable (as was the Denise 
Rich commentary), however, cementing his reputation 
in New York society as a good guy. 

"Oh, isn't he wonderful," said an Kempner, socialite 
and cookbook author, in a telephone interview from 
Paris, the telephone number provided by her assistant. 
"I' m crazy about him. He's a great pal ." 

"He's just an incredibly charming, likeable fellow," said 
the wife of a prominent New York investment banker, 
dividing her time last summer between Manhattan and 
Southhampton. "He's good company and in terms of 
studying society, I mean, what makes David 's writing 
more special than anybody else's around I suppose is that 
he always has a theme. He ties it to the architecture, he 
ties it to the beautiful boiserie." vVhen Columbia wrote 

about a party at her Manhattan apartment, he tied the Versail les-like 
decoration to the actual Versail les, she said. "It's not just a bunch of 
names at a party," she said . "vVhen he does his real stories . . .  he 
usual ly has done a lot of research and he's usual ly  learned a lot 
about the family and the history and the arch itecture. He has a 
lot of detail ." 

For Columbia, who has kept a journal for more than 3 0  years, 
detail is a tool used in crafting vivid character portraits, including this 
paragraph from a profile of Sarah Churchil l ,  a Vanderbilt who was 
raised at Blenheim. "She was a very elegant woman," Columbia wrote 
on the occasion of the death of his long-time friend and confidante 
last year. "A natural elegance. It wasn't her figure, which was long and 
narrow and somewhat ungainly. She had the Churchill legs and gait, 
long, thin, bowed and delicate. She wasn't a beauty as she got older 
and her ample bosom became operatic, which did not impress her. But 
as bossy and domineering as she was, she was a ve1y feminine woman. 
A tomboyish girl who was only timid about her allurin�1ess." 

It is a writer's observation, the perspective of someone standing 
off to one side, and that is what Columbia has been doing for many 
years. "\i\Then you're a writer you're always relating to the world 
through a kind of prism," he said, "and you are an outsider even 
if you're an insider." 

As the society insider Columbia gets dozens of party invitations 
every week, is greeted at restaurants like an old friend, is called by the 
1 ew York media to comment on high society. At iVlichael's restaurant 
that afternoon it was Columbia the insider with whom the tabloid 
publisher came over to chat. The conversation went like this: 
Publisher: "See you later. Have a good weekend." 
Columbia: "\iVhere are you going'" 
Publisher: "I'm opening my house on Center Island." 
Columbia: " Oh, you're on Center Island." 
Publisher: "By Oyster Bay and Bayvil le." 
Columbia: "Have you been there a long time?" 
Publisber: "Five years. This is the old north shore of Long Island. It's 
a great area. The Howards live there. The Ken.nedys. Da\rid Kennedy 
owns a big old place. A big group of swells. I have this wonderful 
house. It was last decorated in 1 95 5 by Billy Baldwin. It was owned 
by Jack Howard. Scripps Howard." 
Columbia: "Yeah. His wife died not long ago." 
Publisher: "Pamela Howard." 
Columbia: "Yes, Pamela Howard. I 've met her. \Vel!,  good for you. 
Lud.)' you." And like the little boy who only saw this world in magical 
tales told by his mother and father, David Columbia meant it. 
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