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Amanda Foreman is a renowned historian, 
is starring in a new documentary, has fi ve 
children and is reinventing how authors 
will connect with their audiences

Bringing back 
the SpeakEasy

For some reason, whenever it’s time for my Cocktail on the 
AVENUE, the date seems to fall on a day when I’m desperate for 
a drink. So, it was with relief that I slid into one of the velvet 
chairs at the Algonquin Hotel to wait for the British-American 

biographer Dr. Amanda Foreman to join me. Th e location couldn’t have 
been more fi tting for my meeting with Foreman, as the Algonquin is famous 
for its association with New York’s Queen of Wit, Dorothy Parker. Amanda 
herself is no slouch in the literary arena, having published the Whitbread 
Prize-winning Georgiana, Duchess of Devonshire at the tender age of 27, 
and more recently, A World on Fire: Britain’s Crucial Role in the American 
Civil War. She writes a biweekly column for Th e Wall Street Journal called, 
“Historically Speaking,” on world aff airs and history. Additionally, she 
is fi lming a documentary for the BBC on the history of women called 
Th e World Made by Women and writing a book with the same title for 

Random House. Oh, and did I mention that she has fi ve children (ages 5 to 11, 
including a set of twins) and a fabulous husband, fi nancier Jonathan Barton? 
(Who decided to join us for a drink.) 
Basically, Amanda’s superhuman. She is also one of the few women I know 

who is a genuine connoisseur of cocktails, so much so that I’m incredibly nervous that 
I will put her drink order in wrong, aft er she calls to say she’s running a few minutes late. 
As Amanda walks through the double doors, she is resplendent in a chocolate-brown 

velvet dress trimmed with gold, her leonine hair falling in soft  waves around her shoulders. 
She sits down and takes a sip of her St. Germain and citron vodka martini (the waiter and I 

both exhale when Amanda pronounces it “delicious”).  
Looking at the glamorous creature in front of me, it’s impossible to imagine that 

Amanda has ever faced any diffi  culties in her life, but she’s had her share of troubles, 
including a moment of crisis about four years ago when her husband was diagnosed with 
what the couple initially thought was untreatable cancer. 

Amanda remembers the day the biopsy was performed—on Christmas Eve, “I picked him 
up from the hospital and we went to our house in the country. It just so happens we had always 
planned for all the nannies to be away. I realized I needed someone to help me, so we found some-
one—a friend of a friend—who said she was a nanny but actually turned out to be a secretary for 
the manager of a glasses factory in Dubai. We get to the house, and my husband is feeling so sick 
from the biopsy and the treatment. I get him to bed—get everyone to bed—and it’s now around 
11 at night, when suddenly there’s a scream from the fake nanny. I went to her and asked what the 
matter was and realized there was water pouring through the ceiling. So I run upstairs and saw there 
was now water pouring through the 1-year-old twins’ bedroom. Th ey thought it was hilarious.”

Turns out, because Amanda and Jonathan were fi xing their roof, there was a tarpaulin there, 
and a massive storm had dislodged it, creating a gaping hole. A large icicle slid over the hole, and 
as the snow turned to rain, the icicle began melting, pouring water into the house. “It wasn’t a 
trickle; it was like the bath was running!” Amanda says. “I started putting buckets out, and they 
were fi lling so quickly, I realized that I would have to spend all night emptying those damn buckets 
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until the rain stopped. And I go back to the bedroom and started to 
cry to my husband: “Look—I can take the leak in the bedroom and 
the dining room; I can do all that. I can take the fact that you have 
cancer, and it looks terminal. I can take the fact that it’s Christmas Eve 
and it’s 2 in the morning and I’m stuffi  ng the stockings, and I’m going 
to be up all night and I’m going to have to somehow be up and happy 
and fantastic tomorrow morning—it’s doing all three at the same time 
that’s killing me!” 

Th ankfully, this story ends happily. On New Year’s Eve, Amanda 
got a call letting them know that her husband’s cancer was treatable. 
“When you face the worst possible thing in your life, it makes you start 
thinking about what is important,” she says: “If you were going to die, 
what would your legacy be—what could you do to make a diff erence.”

Still thinking about her legacy, Amanda and Jonathan have since 
joined forces with and Lucas Wittmann, literary editor of Th e Daily 
Beast, as well as a number of other prominent writers and literary 
professionals, to launch a new initiative, “Th e House of SpeakEasy.” 
Th ey want to raise awareness of great writing and provide the public 
with entertaining ways to connect with the literary arts. To that end 
they will host monthly meetings of great writers reading to the public 
from their and others’ works, in a dinner-theater style. 

Th e programs will take place at the City Winery and so far the 
founders have managed to secure quite a stable of talent: Adam 
Gopnik, Simon Winchester, Susan Orlean, Katie Roiphe and actor 
Ralph Fiennes have all signed up to participate. 

Amanda adds that in starting the initiative, she has partly been 
motivated by the plight of younger writers. She says, “Th e generations 

below me are struggling—and they have no way of achieving the 
fi nancial stability and access that I had when I started out at 24, 
because it doesn’t exist anymore. We have to fi nd a diff erent economic 
model. You cannot only rely—if you are a writer—on your loyalties. 
So what can we do with SpeakEasy? We can promote the hell out 
of them, we can sell their works online, we can sell our books at 
SpeakEasy events. We can hook up with our Internet companies that 
want short-form content, so that the writers involved get royalties and 
fees from this. It’s not rocket science; it’s thinking outside the box.”

But, I ask, writers are solitary creatures, how will you change them 
into social animals?

Foreman says, “Th ese are simple techniques, I mean, actors are oft en 
very shy people, too. But they have trained how to express themselves 
in front of media, a camera. If you want to be, you can be trained. 
Th ere are millions of great writers out there, and if thirty percent don’t 
want it, that leaves you seventy percent who do. You don’t need every 
writer on board; you just need a few really great ones.” 

At this point, Amanda has drunk about two-thirds of her cocktail 
but refuses another, saying she wants to be sharp for her next 
appointment, which, fi ttingly, is the annual Library Lions gala at the 
New York Public Library. I’m sure that much of what she will talk 
about at dinner will be this new endeavor. 

We wish her well, because Foreman’s new plan may just be what 
the literary community needs to kick it into the 21st century. Heaven 
knows, they need the help. )

For more information please contact: www.houseofspeakeasy.org.  
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