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Phylippa Smithson  

I am missing Saint Mazie so much 

since finishing this most excellent and 

engaging memoir of her life.  Quite 

brilliant.  

Mazie is unique.  She’d not be unique if her 

life had been lived in the 21st century, but it 

wasn’t.  Her uniqueness came from her total 

incomprehension of conforming to life in the 

Prohibition years of New York, as a woman.   

She had no desire to marry.  Questions why 

anyone would want to be tied down to one 

person when life throws you into meeting all 

kinds of people.  Children a definite ‘no-no.’  

So what that alcohol is illegal.  Her 

motivation and single pleasure in life is her 

absolute freedom.  Her heart is in the streets 

and sounds and smells and people of New 

York.  It’s not sitting static or being 

imprisoned in the confines of what is 

expected of a young female American of that time. 

And then she is forced by her sister, Rosie, who has self appointed herself as 

Mazie’s Mother and strives to see her restrained, or fall into a life of disrepute.  

One fall out with Rosie, leaves Mazie having to take on the role of kiosk 

attendant at the Venice Theatre.  And in that role she encounters all number of 

characters.  Largely down-and-outs, down-on-their luck people who she finds 

she cannot but to try and improve their lot. 

It’s not that she goes looking to be (unofficially) anointed ‘Saint Mazie’ by those 

she assists.  It just happens and as a result she grows from her early 1900s self 

into a pillar of the community, renowned and never failing to deliver.  And this 



is why she is asked to write a memoir of her life and this is how we get to know 

Saint Mazie.  And this is why I am at a loss to have read all that she was, and 

why I miss her terribly. 

 

Suze Lavender - www.librarianlavender.com  

‘Saint Mazie’ is a beautiful story about a remarkable woman.  

When Rosie marries Louis life finally changes for the Phillips girls. Rosie takes 

her sisters Jeanie and Mazie to New York and Mazie immediately falls in love 

with the city. She likes the streets and wants to spend her days walking around. 

Unfortunately she has to work in Louis’s movie theatre. She feels caged, but 

she’s also able to observe people, which she likes. Slowly the wild girl who thinks 

she’s bad becomes a caring young woman. She finds love with many people, but 

there won’t be someone to spend her days with and that’s something she’s 

always known. She writes about everything that happens to her in a diary. Life 

can be mean, but Mazie always tries to make the best of it. She starts helping 

people and becomes more and more involved. Until at some point she’s almost 

famous, well-known because of who she is. 

Mazie is the main character of this novel, but there are many narrators. A lot of 

different people who have known Mazie and her family are talking about them. 

That makes Mazie’s story even more fascinating. I was hooked from the start, I 

wanted to know everything about this amazing woman. Mazie is such an 

interesting person, I liked her straight away. She’s got so much spunk and 

personality and she manages to live a fulfilling and exciting life. I liked this 

book a lot, it’s one of the best books I’ve read in a very long time. 

 

Edel Waugh - www.edelwaugh.blogspot.com  

I loved this book! The story is told in diary form from Mazie's perspective 

and in the future from those who were related to those she knew or who knew of 

her from what they were told. The story begins when Rosie and Louis bring 

Rosie's other sisters Mazie and Jeanie to live with them in New York. Mazie 

settles well here but Jeanie has a wild spirit. The streets of New York become 

home for Mazie and she likes to take care of those that she comes into contact 

with. She sees all sorts of people from behind the cage where she hands out 

tickets for the theatre where she works , all manner of good and bad people 

cross her path some leave more lasting memories then others. Her Captain and 

sister Tee being two of them. This story often left me with a lump in my throat, 



Rosie was a character that moved me a lot, she saw a lot of pain and it left scars 

that no scalpel could leave, they went much deeper than that and Mazie tried to 

help her as much as she could while drinking more then she should and 

sometimes making poor decisions. This is a book that will make you 

forget all that is happening around you. Pure escapism! What a 

woman!  

 

Francesca Ashurst – twitter @francescaashurst 

Jami Attenberg's 'Saint Mazie' is a wonderful book. It is also an important 

book because it shows how the kindness and compassion of one 

person can transform the lives of others.  

Attenberg presents us with a wonderfully, evocative portrait of New York in the 

early twentieth century. A time of recovery from the First World War, the 

excesses of the 1920s – prohibition notwithstanding – and then the crash of the 

1930s with the cruel depression which destroyed so many lives. Witness to it all 

is the Queen of the Bowery, Mazie Phillips. As the ticket seller in her brother in 

law’s picture house, she spent her life, as she described it, in a cage. It’s from this 

unique position that she gets to know the local people, is befriended by many 

including a young Catholic nun who becomes her closest friend. She is also 

courted by many men but loved only one, the ‘Captain’ who visits occasionally, 

stealing her heart each time. 

This is a wonderful fictionalised account of Mazie’s life constructed through 

imaginary diary entries and reminiscences from friends and neighbours. Thus 

we learn about Mazie’s early life, her feistiness and independence alongside 

sadness and broken dreams. And we see how deeply affected she was by those 

who were overlooked, the downtrodden, impoverished, the ones living on the 

streets. These were Mazie’s people, she saw them and cared for them, providing 

essential comforts with a big heart and a realistic turn of phrase. Above all she 

remembered them: "They were nobody to nearly everybody, but they were 

somebody to me. I knew all their names. Everyone’s names. I knew them". 

I can’t stress how wonderful this novel is, I couldn’t put it down. 

 

Barbara Gaskell  

A great time had by all. Recommended. 4 out 5 stars.  

Bringing together the headiness of the 1920’s and prohibition era and the gloom 

of the Great Depression we meet the colourful Mazie. I loved her can do 



optimistic attitude and her spirit in offering safety and compassion to those in 

need.  

Jami Attenberg’s approach to the structure of the book was 

interesting although the story itself and the wonderful character of 

Mazie needed no added frills. 

 

Gill Wilmott 

I quite enjoyed this book but it was not as inspiring as the write-up made it 

sound and in fact the end seemed to peter out rather disappointingly. I’m not 

sure I like this recent increase in books that are made up of many small bits of 

diary, or blogs. It makes it an easy book to read in small time slots but 

sometimes I’d find I’d lost the thread and had to go back a couple of paragraphs.  

That of course may be “anno domini!” 

Reading the synopsis it emphasized that this was the story of Mazie Phillips 

“Queen of the Bowery” helping the “bums” on the streets of New York but it takes 

a long time to get to that point and then seems to go nowhere. Not my sort of 

book, but very well written and I believe other types of reader, 

especially those with more knowledge of New York than I, may well 

enjoy it more.  

 

Janet Gilliard 

This is not my usual choice of novel but I really enjoyed it. Based on the life of 

Mazie Philips it is also the story of New York from the First World War to the 

Depression of the 1930s. The style is a little unusual and takes a while to 

get used to but is worth the effort. 

 

 

 

  

                                                                                                                                                                   

  

  

  



 

 


