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An Introduction to Charles Pfaff and His Cellar

On May 10, 1890, approximately three weeks after the death of Charles Ignatius
Pfaft, the Omaha Daily World-Herald in Omaha, Nebraska, printed what is, perhaps, the
most unusual obituary known to date for the New York restaurateur. The writer of the
piece referred to Pfaff as “the Gannymede of Bohemia” in part because he was the bearer
of countless cups of wine and mugs of lager beer for his literary and artistic clientele. But
the most striking aspects of the obituary are the writer’s understated tone and his succinct
assessment of Pfaff”s lifelong career in the restaurant and saloon business:

Pfaff is dead. He was not a bank president or a railway king and he had never

been in politics, so the newspapers did not say much about his death. He was just

a plain German who kept a saloon in a Broadway basement for over a quarter of a

century. That 1s not much to become famous for, but 1t was all he could do and he

did it well "
While it is true that Pfaff was never a prominent financier or a politician, the World-
Herald obituary pays the restaurateur a somewhat backhanded compliment when it
acknowledges the significance of the eating and drinking establishments in New York
City that Pfaft presided over throughout his life. As it will soon become evident, this
“plain German” was, in fact, a savvy saloonkeeper and businessman, and he was well
respected by the many customers who visited one or more of his places.” Those who
were familiar with him described him as a “rotund”™ man with “short, bristling hair” and
“a large geniality of manner.” His friends and customers—many of whom contributed to
a variety of newspapers and literary journals—ensured that Pfaff was known throughout
the city and beyond as a “patron of letters” and a friend of “penniless scribbler[s]”
because he “dispens[ed] vast quantities of beer and cheese™ to the city’s professionals,
French and German immigrants, soldiers, and laborers for nearly thirty years.’

In 1859, Charles Pfaff opened his most famous establishment—a wine and lager
beer cellar located at 647 Broadway. Over the next two years, this address became a
resort for a group of writers, artists, journalists, illustrators, and actors. These men and
women are now regarded as the first group of “self-conscious and self-proclaimed”
American bohemians.! Dubbed “Pfaff’s” by these regular customers—who came to be
known as Pfaffians—the beer cellar earned a reputation as “the trysting-place of the most
careless, witty, and jovial spirits of New York™ and as a basement haunt where “food and
drink were cheap and good” and “habits of dress, speech, and thought, unconventional.”

For the American bohemians, Pfaff’s cellar was not only their preferred meeting
place, but 1t also became a significant site for their literary and artistic productions. Here,
they composed and discussed their contributions to the New-York Saturday Press, a

“saucy, clever, independent literary weekly,” edited by Henry Clapp, Jr., who was known
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as the King of Bohemia among the Pfaffians.® America’s poet Walt Whitman received
an incredible amount of attention—both positive and negative—in the Press since the
paper published “no fewer than 46 items” that were either about or authored by the poet
during the first year of its run.” Whitman, one of the few members of the bohemian group
who remains well known today, even composed his “Calamus #29” in the late 1850s, as
well as a seemingly unfinished poem “The Two Vaults™ in the early 1860s, while he was
frequenting Pfaft’s cellar. The American bohemians™ articles and illustrations also
appeared in Vanity Iair (1859-1863), a “humorous and satirical” weekly edited by
William Allan Stephens that, according to Frank Luther Mott, was “born in Pfaff’s cellar,
bohemian gathering place of the wits of the fifties.”” Julius Chambers, writing for the
Brooklyn Daily Fagle in 1906, explained that American literature owed a considerable
debt to Clapp and his fellow bohemians because they “blazed the trail across the murky,
unsurveyed heather of American Literary endeavor” as they sat at Pfaffs tables with their
coffee and lager beer.”

But Pfaff’s restaurant and lager beer saloon—with its strong ties to American
literary history and nineteenth-century periodical culture—was neither the beginning nor
the end of Charles Pfaft’s reign as the proprietor of eating and drinking houses in the city.
Although any history of Pfaff’s is inextricably tied up with the development of the first
American bohemia in antebellum New York, the story of Pfaft”s saloons and restaurants
began well before Henry Clapp, Jr. and his talented, but eccentric coterie discovered them
and continued for many years after the group dissolved for good. After all, during his
lifetime, Charles Pfaff opened and operated at least four—and possibly more—beer
cellars and/or restaurants in New York, all of which, like the Bohemians’ favorite haunt,
have come to be called “Pfaff’s.” It is easy to see how the existence of so many different
places—all fondly referred to as “Pfaff’s"—has lead to confusion regarding both the
distinctions between and the connections among the individual locations. Even though
this book offers an account of the famous saloon at 647 Broadway, it aims to provide a
detailed record—including physical descriptions of each of Charles Pfaft’s
establishments and an analysis of the clientele at each location. In doing so, this history
of every known “Pfaft’s” revises the narrative of American bohemia by examining the
formation of the bohemian coterie at Pfaff’s earliest locations and the complicated, but
ultimately symbiotic relationships its members cultivated with the restaurants and with
Charles Pfaff himself. This book also develops a story of Pfaft’s that i1s separate from the
rise of American bohemia. It considers the origins of Pfaft’s before the American
bohemians arrived and follows the restaurant through a series of moves in New York
city, documenting changes in the appearance of the establishments and the customers
they attracted once the group and, later, the owner himself left the famous cellar behind.
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This project also brings to light previously unknown genealogical records for the
bohemians’ “redoubtable host,” Charles Pfaff himself " It reveals for the first time the
significant roles that Pfaff’s European heritage played in establishing and promoting each
of his saloons and restaurants. Drawing on an extensive body of primary sources—
including immigration documents, tax records, and newspaper advertisements—this book
not only traces the history of Charles Pfaff, but it also charts the evolution of the various
incarnations of “Pfaff’s.” which ranged from a tiny basement saloon in the late 1850s to a
respectable hotel and restaurant from 1876 until Pfaff was forced to retire from the
restaurant business in 1887,

Charles Ignatius Pfaff: Arrival in New York

According to the 1880 federal census for the city of New York, Charles Pfaft was
born in Baden in Southwest Germany, in approximately 1819."" Certainly of German
and, perhaps, also of Swiss origin, Pfaff spoke German and French “equally well, coming

12 .
He also learned English:;

from . . . [a] section where the two languages are used.
however, it is possible that he spoke with a noticeable accent or he may have found the
vocabulary difficult since he “never . . . quite got used to the English language.”" He had
been a “caterer” by profession before joining the several hundred thousand who left
Germany in the years following the revolution of 1848-1849."* After leaving his native
Baden behind, Pfaff moved to Switzerland, where he may have lived and worked for as
many as six years before immigrating to the United States. Writing for the Brooklyn
Standard Union in April 1887, immediately following the closing of Pfaff’s last
restaurant, Amos J. Cummings reported that “More than thirty-two years ago Pfaft was a
waiter in Basle, Switzerland” [sic].'” This means that prior to 1855, the future saloon
owner was gaining valuable experience in the restaurant business and increasing his
knowledge of wines and lager beer by serving customers in a Swiss restaurant or hotel.
Pfaft’s time in Switzerland may help explain why some sources refer to him as “German-
"1® Cummings’s timeline is
consistent with multiple accounts that contend Ptaft arrived in New York in 1855, the

Swiss” while others dub him a “German from Switzerland.

same year that the poet Walt Whitman—a frequent visitor to Pfaff’s cellar in the late-
1850s and the first year and a half of the Civil War—published his first edition of Leaves
of Grass."”

According to Cummings, Pfaft came to the United States to pursue his dream of
opening his own restaurant.'” It is possible that he traveled with his wife or with the
young woman he would marry once they both arrived in the United States. In New
York’s copious records of immigrants to the United States in the nineteenth-century,

there are no shortage of German names such as “Karl” or “Carl” Pfaff or the
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Americanized form: “Charles Pfaff.” At first glance, it appears that there are several
potential candidates who could be the restaurant owner and probably many more whose
records are no longer extant. Given the uncertainty of the exact date of Pfaff’s arrival and
entry into the state, there are numerous biographies and genealogies that could be
considered. In his recent book The Antebellum Crisis & America’s First Bohemians,
Mark Lause notes that the “1880 U. S. census gives Charles’s birth as the same as one
Karl Pfaft born to Michael Pfatt and Maria Anna Kohler on January 13, 1820, and
christened the same day at Katholisch Elzach, Freiburg, [Baden].”'” However, an
examination of “Karl’s” genealogical records reveals several biographical discrepancies
between the two men. For example, this Karl Pfaff was married to Zaezilla Winterhalter
also in Freiburg, Baden on September 28, 1854, and they are the parents of at least five
children also christened in the same city, including Adelheid (December 9, 1846),
Johanna (May 26, 1849), Fridericka or Fredericka (February 11, 1855), Franz Karl
(November 14, 1857), and Maria (July 9, 1865)." In short, Karl and Zaezilla seemingly
remained in Baden throughout the late 1840s and early 1850s, unlike Charles Ignatius
Pfaft, who left Germany for Switzerland. The couple also appears to have had a child in
Freiburg, Baden, as late as 1865, some ten years after Charles Pfaff came to the United
States.

Even if Maria’s christening date or any other part of the vital information
included happened to be recorded incorrectly, it seems implausible that this Karl Pfaff
would have gone to the U.S. with or without his wife, while leaving the rest of their
family behind. None of these children are mentioned as being associated with Charles
Pfaft in New York. In fact, Pfaft was the father of only one or at least only one surviving
child, Charles Pfaff, Jr., who, according to the same 1880 federal census, was born in
New York in 1857 or 1858, not in Baden.?' Furthermore, at least by 1858, as I will show
later, Pfaff had his own lager beer saloon in New York City, which makes it highly
unlikely that the “Karl Pfaff” Lause points out is Charles Ignatius Pfaft.

I would now like to propose a previously unknown, and I would argue a stronger
candidate that could be Charles 1. Pfaff. Because this suggestion 1s based largely on
genealogical research, an examination of several records will be necessary. Using
information that is well documented—the April 1890 death of Charles Pfaff in Manhattan
and his burial in Green-Wood Cemetery—to conduct searches of the records in both the
New York City Death Index and Greenwood’s Burial Search Database turns up some
surprising results.”> More specifically, searching the NYC Death Index for a last name
that sounds like “Pfaff”” with the first initial “C” and the known year of Pfaff’s death
(1890) from his obituaries in New York newspapers turns up no viable results for
“Charles” or “Carl” that could be the restaurant owner.” There are no “Karl Pfaffs” that
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fit the known facts of Charles’s biography either. A search of Green-Wood's records
yields the same results: there 1s no one named “Charles,” “Carl,” or “Karl Pfaff” buried at
the cemetery in 1890.

However, as it turns out, a reading of the entire list of deceased “Pfaff’s” in the
NYC Death Index reveals that Charles Pfaff’s death certificate is seemingly filed under
his “given name™ and his “last name,” or “Ignatius Pfaft.” According to his record, Pfaff
died on Wednesday, April 23, 1890, at the age of seventy-one, which is nearly consistent
with the New York Times obituary that explains Pfaff died “in his seventy-second year™ at
his home. The Times suggests that Pfaff was, as some biographical data and census
records indicate, born in 1819.** At the same time, reading through the list of persons
with the surname Pfaff in Green-Wood's Burial Index reveals that “Charles 1. Pfaff” is
listed here too as “Ignatius Pfatt,” probably because this is the spelling of the name
supposedly included on the death certificate. According to Green-Wood’s records, Pfaff
was interred at the cemetery on April 26, 1890, three days after his death.

This new information about “Ignatius Pfaff” may imply that he adopted the name
“Charles™ after entering the United States, adding it such that his given name of
“Ignatius™ became his middle name. One possible meaning of this discovery is that
searching for “Carl” or “Karl” Pfaff in New York immigration records or in German
genealogies and archives may not lead scholars to the restaurant owner in the U. S. orin
his native Baden. It now becomes necessary to look for Pfaff’s early census and
immigration records by using the Americanized “Ignatius™ as found in the NYC Death
Index and the German form(s) of the name including “Ignatz.” The results of such
searches are particularly illuminating. In an 1855 New York State census record
documenting the inhabitants of the fifth election district of the 14™ Ward of New York
City as of June 21, 1855, there is a listing for an “Ignatz Pfaff” and his wife “Sarah.”*’

At the time of the census, the Pfaft’s were living in a frame home valued at $3000 with
three other families, all of whom were immigrants from Ireland. Ignatz Pfaff is thirty-
five-years-old, making his estimated birth year 1820 (1819 1s also possible); his
profession 1s recorded as “waiter.” His wife Sarah 1s thirty-years-old, making her
estimated birth year 1825, and both are of “German™ origin. The pair is also designated as
“aliens” that have lived in the U. S. for only a short time. The slash marks in the census
columns—intended to record the number of years an inhabitant has resided in the city—
suggest that neither Ignatz nor Sarah has yet lived in New York City for a full year and
that the pair arrived in the city during the census year.

Ignatz Pfaft is, therefore, approximately the right age, and he seems to have
immigrated in 1855—the generally accepted date of arrival for Charles Pfaff. He had also
worked as a waiter, which is the very career Pfaff is believed to have pursued in
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Switzerland. A search of Ancestry.com’s “New York Passenger Lists Database, 1820-
1957 for ship passengers with the same name or with names similar to those of “Ignatz”
and “Sarah” Pfaff reveals that on January 6, 1855, a three-masted sailing ship called the
“Corinthian” arrived at the Port of New York from Le Havre, France after 32 days at
sea.”® The ship’s manifest lists the names of some 285 passengers, including two
handwritten names, recorded one after the other: passengers 253 and 254, respectively,
are “Ignaac Paft,” age 35, from Baden and a *“Sarah Ansler or Amster or Amsler” [illeg ]
(sometimes transcribed as “Angler”), age 30 and here designated as “Suisse” (Swiss).*’

Given their identical ages, very similar names, and their shared intentions of
remaining in New York, 1t seems likely that the Ignaac and Sarah on the ship’s passenger
l1st and the married couple Ignatz and Sarah that appear some five months later on the
June 1855 census records are the same family, where “lgnaac™ may be a mishearing or
misspelling of “Ignatz,” and “Sarah” is identified as “Swiss” rather than German. Even
this discrepancy in Sarah’s country of origin does not seem surprising given that, as
previously mentioned, Charles Pfaff himself is frequently referred to as a German from
Switzerland or German-Swiss. The possibilities that his wife might have been Swiss or
that she, like Pfaft, might have left Baden for Switzerland, following her future husband
to Basel during or just after the German revolution, all seem plausible. At any rate,
Sarah’s designation as “Swiss” only serves to further support the idea that “Ignaac Paft”
is Charles Ignatius Pfaff since Switzerland was Pfaff"s last known country of residence
before he came to the United States. Ignatz and Sarah, therefore, should be counted
among the leading candidates to be Charles Pfaff and his wife, who, with the help of
Pfaft™s skills as a waiter and the few supplies they could procure, would go on to open
their own small eating establishment in New York at least by 1858 if not earlier.

While Charles Pfaff and his wife were setting up a restaurant and saloon, their
first and seemingly only child, Charles Pfaff, Jr. was born in 1857 or 18582 At
approximately the same time, Charles Pfaft, Sr. was beginning the process of becoming a
United States citizen. On March 11, 1857, he filed a “declaration of intent™ or his “first
papers” with the Superior Court of the City of New-York, a form that could be completed
after he had lived in the U.S. for at least two years.”” On October 6, 1860, some two or
three years after his son’s birth and a little more than five and a half years after settling in
New York, Charles Pfaff became a naturalized citizen of the U. S. According to the /ndex
to Petitions for Naturalization filed in New York City (1792-1989), which contains a
transcription of the original document. Pfaft described his occupation as “Merchant™ and
gave his address as “647 B’'Way N. Y. C.” The form, signed by Pfaft, certified that the
bar-keeper was formally renouncing his allegiance to the “Grand Duke of Baden,” that he
had resided in the U.S. “for the continued term of five years at least,” and that he



“GO TO PFAFF’S!” | 1]
The History of a Restaurant and Lager Beer Saloon

intended to remain in the country.” Again, Pfaff filed the form with the New York
County Superior Court, and Andreas Willmann—who later became President of the
German Republican Central Committee—served as a witness to Pfaff’s naturalization.”
The dates of both Pfaff’s declaration of intent and his petition for naturalization suggest
that Pfaff could have immigrated to the U.S. in 1855, In fact, if the declaration of intent
marks two years of residency for Pfaft, then he likely came to New York between
January Ist and March 10, 1855, a window of time that closely coincides with the
January 6, 1855, arnival of Ignaac Paft and Sarah Ansler/Amster/Amsler on the
Corinthian.

Even though Charles Pfaff himself became a U.S. citizen, there may or may not
be additional naturalization records for his wife, which is not unusual given that many
nineteenth-century female immigrants did not become naturalized citizens of the U. S.
even if their husbands did. In Wilk’s account, however, Pfaff and his wife opened their
earliest eating house together, which would suggest that, much like Ignatz and Sarah,
Charles Ignatius Pfaft would have come to the U.S. with his wife (or with his soon-to-be
wife) such that they could set up their new business.”> Wilk even credits “Miitter Pfaff”
(Mother Pfaff) with a talent for brewing “starke, schwarze Kaffee” (strong, black coftee)
for the earliest customers.™ As for her role in Pfaff’s later restaurants, no known
newspaper articles or accounts written by Pfaff’s patrons ever mention Pfaft’s wife by
her first name nor do any pieces—the exception being Wilk’s—indicate that she had any
interactions with the American bohemian crowd.>® She is not listed as one of the
individuals living in Charles Pfaff’s household on the 1870 federal census, and Pfaff’s
marital status is recorded as “widowed” on the 1880 federal census.” Although perhaps
a stretch, given that Mrs. Pfaft’s origins and biography are so uncertain, the marked
absence of her in almost all known writings about the cellar and in the 1870 and 1880
census records may suggest that she died before the American bohemians gathered at 647
Broadway and well before 1870. If Mrs. Pfaff did die before the bohemians became her
husband’s regular customers, 1t 1s certainly possible that she may have passed away as
early as 1857 or 1858 either during childbirth or sometime soon after the birth of Charles,
Jr.

Even though Charles Pfaff Sr.’s identity is uncertain and some of his biographical
information still remains a mystery, the saloonkeeper’s customers never forgot his
striking appearance and his unmatched gentleness and liberality. The humorist Artemis
Ward remembered Pfaft as a “bland and portly Teuton,” while other beer cellar patrons
regarded him as a “jolly German.”*® An obituary published in The Daily Picayune in
New Orleans described Charles Pfaff as “a great, big, shaggy sort of a man, as hairy as
Esau.”” The writer of the obituary went on to suggest that Pfaff left a lasting impression
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on his clientele because “his heart was as big as his body, and his kindliness made one

"3 Poet and editor Edmund Clarence Stedman, an occasional

forget his homeliness.
visitor to Pfaff’s, offered a similar portrait of the saloon owner as a “big, broad, large
featured, shaggy browed man, with a heavy voice and the kindliest gray eyes.”” Albert
Parry noted that Pfaft was “rotund of form though devoid of excessive fat” and wrote that
his “big head was crowned with short and bristling hair and Iit up by a silent vet jovial
smile,” while a writer for the Brooklyn Daily F.agle pronounced him a “fat, cross looking
German with one of the kindest hearts that ever beat in a human bosom. The Fagle writer
also praised the restaurant owner’s generosity. He explained that regardless of Pfaff’s
religious beliefs or lack thereof—"“whether he was an agnostic or whether he drew his
inspiration for life in the monkey development idea—those who knew him knew how

kind and good he always was, especially to the men of literary calling.”*’

The First Pfaff’s

Despite Pfaft’s impeccable reputation for cheerfulness and generosity to writers,
America’s poet, Walt Whitman offered a much less enthusiastic impression of the
restaurateur, stating, “1 took a dislike to him the first time I ever saw him.”*' But, like
Pfaft”s other customers, the poet ultimately went on to praise the cellar’s proprietor,
admitting that “he turned out to be a very agreeable, kindly man,” and “he was at that
time the best judge of wine of anybody in the country.”** It was this talent for selecting
wines combined with Pfaff’s understanding of the arts of catering and cooking that
helped him to establish himself in the restaurant and saloon business in New York. Pfaff
and his wife are believed to have opened Pfaff’s first eating and drinking house on
Broadway shortly after they settled in the city, at which time they had very little money,
no more than a few kegs of beer, and some coffee.*’ There is some question as to
whether the first Pfaff’s was opened at 685 Broadway near Amity Street, or if there was
an even earlier eating-house. According to Cummings, Pfaff thought he had “realized the
ambition of his life when he opened a restaurant of his own under the old Stevens House”
immediately after coming to the city. Cummings contends that Pfaft struggled to make
money in this location, so he “removed to a place on Broadway above Amity street,” a
description that Cummings seems to use to refer to the cellar at 647 Broadway near
Bleecker Street that the American bohemians patronized rather than the expected 685
Broadway, which was certainly a prior establishment and closer to Amity Street.** At the
same time, because the Stevens House and the Amity Street Pfaft”s were some distance
apart, it seems highly unlikely that Cummings has made the mistake of confusing the
address of the Stevens House (25 Broadway) with the Amity Street saloon (685
Broadway).



“GO TO PFAFF’S!” | 13
The History of a Restaurant and Lager Beer Saloon

It would not be beyond the realm of possibility, however, for Pfaft to have opened
his first place in 1855 or 1856, beneath what would later come to be known as the
Stevens House at 25 Broadway. After all, the Stevens House was going through a period
of transition when Pfaff arrived. The Swiss-born restaurateurs Joseph and Lorenzo
Delmonico had originally owned the hotel and restaurant. In 1855 Lorenzo Delmonico
allowed his lease on the place to lapse, deciding to focus his efforts on a “more elaborate”
establishment on the corner of Broadway and Chambers Street.” Approximately one
year later, in 1856, the hotel at 25 Broadway was reopened as the Stevens House.** John
O’Grady, Jr. is listed at this address as early as 1856 or 1857, and he was one in a
1.*” By 1858 the “Steven’s House (Late
Delmonico’s)” advertised “Meals at all hours from 5 A. M. to 12 night,” “coaches in
attendance for any part of the city,” and servants who spoke “French, German, Spanish,
and English.”* Although there is no evidence beyond Cummings’s statement that Pfaff

succession of new proprietors for the hote

set up his own place near the Stevens House or that he was in any way associated with
the hotel itself, it is easy to see why Pfaff—having just left his position as a waiter in
Switzerland, and now seeking to establish his own eating house in the city—would have
been attracted to this hotel. It is also tempting to speculate that Pfaff, who spoke German
and French himself, might have found patrons among the hotel’s clientele and/or that the
Stevens House might have presented Pfaft with other opportunities for employment as a
waiter until he was able to afford and open his own eating establishment. Finally, given
that Pfaff’s cellar restaurant at 647 Broadway was beneath the Coleman House Hotel, that
the 653 Broadway location was also in a basement, and that even Pfaff’s final place
consisted of a saloon with rooms to rent above 1t, 1t would not be unreasonable to think
that he may have been similarly situated under the Stevens House early in his restaurant
career.”

Regardless of whether it was the first Pfaff’s or the second, it is certain that
Charles Pfaff opened an eating and drinking house at 685 Broadway at least by 1858. In
Trow s New York City Directory printed in 1858 for the year ending on May 1, 1859, the
entry for Charles Pfaft locates his “eating house™ at this address, which was “two doors
above Amity Street,” according to an October 1858 advertisement for another nearby
business.”’ By setting up and operating an eating house, which was designated as a
“restaurant, wine, lager” place in another city directory in 1859, Pfaff seems to have
become one of the many German immigrants in New York who “specialized in beer halls
and wine gardens” in hopes of attracting local customers “from particular neighborhoods,
trades, vereins [Trans. organizations], or old country regions.”' Together, Pfaff and his
wife are believed to have managed the small cellar for “die Kutscher, Baurarbeiter,

Handwerker und Botenjungen aus den Geschiftshausern der Umgebung bedienten.”



14 | Stephanie M. Blalock

[Trans. “the drivers, construction workers, craftsmen, and messenger boys from the
surrounding business houses”].”

A New York guidebook suggestively titled The Night Side of New York: A Picture
of the Great Metropolis After Nightfall (1866) presents Charles Pfaff as a permanent
fixture in this early establishment, constantly and carefully catering to the needs of his
customers, and as an up-and-coming proprietor, responsible for a growing family. His
young son, Charles Pfaff, Jr., could not have been more than one or two-years-old when
he accompanied his father to the eating house: “You should have seen Pfaff himself, in
those days, rushing about among his guests with a small child under his arm, just as if, in
the hurry of the moment, he had mistaken C. Pfaff, Jr., for a napkin, and was going to

wipe the table with him.”™

Pfaft’s original circle of customers—those that witnessed
him cleaning tables while proudly carrying his son around the cellar—Ilikely included the
aforementioned local laborers as well as European patrons of French and German origin

that formed Pfaff’s “small and select clientele.”*

However, “a knot of literary men and
artists” soon discovered this cellar and made it their regular gathering place. This circle
of writers and artists ““drew’ and their channels for publishing a good thing carried round

the name of Pfaff,” so that Pfaff’s tiny cellar was soon filled to capacity.™

Henry Clapp, Jr. and the Discovery of Pfafl’s

It is possible that this burgeoning group of new customers at 685 Broadway was
made up of some of the members of the first coterie of American bohemians who later
gathered in Pfaff”s basement at 647 Broadway, including their leader, the New England
writer and editor Henry Clapp, Jr. However, there are many versions of Clapp’s and the
bohemians’ discovery of Pfaff’s, and there seems to be much confusion over which
location (which address) this group patronized first. The author of The Night Side of New
York, for example, suggests that a crowd of literary customers discovered Pfaff’s (685
Broadway) and followed Charles Pfaft when he moved to the subsequent (647
Broadway) location. Other accounts contend that it was Pfaff’s at 647 Broadway that the
American bohemians found, but their authors propose dates, as many as three years apart,
for the bohemians’ initial meetings in the beer cellar. According to historian Mark Lause,
for example, Henry Clapp, Jr. and his fnend—humorist and proto-science fiction writer
Fitz-James O’Brien—entered Pfaff’s beer cellar located at 647 Broadway “at some point
in 1856.”°° In “The New York Bohemians,” Rufus Rockwell Wilson explains how, upon
“lounging into Pfaft’s old place one day in 1856, in company with Fitz-James O’ Brien,”
Clapp was so impressed with Pfaff’s beer that the two men and several of their closest
friends began gathering at the cellar on a regular basis.”” Here, Pfaff’s “old place” also
seems to mean 647 Broadway. William Winter, a former Pfaff"s patron and associate of



“GO TO PFAFF’S!”
The History of a Restaurant and Lager Beer Saloon

the American bohemian group, recalled, “Our place of meeting, in 1859-"60 was a
restaurant, in a basement, on the west side of Broadway, a short distance north of
Bleecker street, kept by a German named Pfaff. ™ Winter suggests that Clapp “had been
so fortunate as to discover that place soon after it was opened,” a statement that clearly
points to the 647 Broadway location, meaning that, as Winter recalled it, Clapp’s earliest
association with Pfaff’s had occurred there.

Because the American bohemians’ own accounts of their early days at Pfaft’s
differ from that published in The Night Side of New York, it is difficult to determine
precisely when and where they first came to an eating and drinking house owned by
Charles Pfaff. Nevertheless, I can shed some light on their early years at Pfaff’s
establishments. If Clapp and the men and women who would form the American
bohemian coterie began going to Pfaff’s in 1856, 1t remains uncertain as to whether they
went to the eating house at 685 Broadway or to the address of an even earlier and as yet
unknown establishment. What is certain is that in 1856, these individuals could not have
discovered the Pfaff’s at 647 Broadway, which they frequented just before the beginning
of the Civil War, because the saloon did not yet exist and, indeed, Pfaff would not open a
saloon at this address until three years later, in 1859, as a removal notice, published in the
New York Herald confirms.”™ It is also worth clarifying here that the restaurant and
saloon at No. 653 Broadway opened at an even later date, in approximately 1864; thus,
the bohemians could not have gone to that address until the last years of the Civil War. In
short, if the bohemians discovered Pfaff’s in 1859, they could have gone to the 685
establishment until approximately the end of March; afterwards, it would have been
necessary for them to accompany Pfaff as he moved into his new saloon at 647
Broadway.

It may have been in 1856, then, approximately three years before Walt Whitman
met the American bohemians at Pfaff’s, that Clapp—the leader or the “King” of that
talented group—decided that an early version of Pfaft’s was an ideal location for men
and women interested 1n practicing la vie bohéme in New York. It may have also been as
late as 1859, just months before Clapp’s coterie would make 647 Broadway famous, that
he chose this particular address as the future home of American Bohemia. In either case,
Clapp’s own travels in Europe no doubt influenced the place he selected and the men and
women that he helped to bring together in a basement beer cellar in antebellum New
York. When Clapp was in his early-thirties, he had lived and traveled abroad, spending
three years in London before moving to Paris in 1849.° In Europe, Clapp, “the product
of a New England reform tradition that almost always denounced sex, alcohol, tobacco,
and coffee as physically harmful and spiritually sinful.” started smoking, consumed beer

and other alcoholic beverages, and drank coffee with milk and sugar.®' In addition to
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London, which Clapp referred to fondly as a “dear old fogie metropolis” that he knew
“by heart,” he visited Oxford, Cambridge, Windsor, and Bri g}m::rn."j‘-1 Yet what he recalled
best were not England’s cities, but rather, its places of entertainment. As Clapp put it in
an article tor the Saturday Press, *1 supped at Evan’s, bowled at Kilpack’s, heard “*Sam
Hall” at the Cider Cellars, [and] played chess at the Cigar Divan.”®

After leaving England, Clapp went to Paris, and while he was there, he frequented
a Coffee Concert located about ten minutes’ walk from his room at the Hotel Corneille.”*
Although Clapp estimated there were at least fifty such coffee concerts in Paris, he felt
that only this one—his “favorite place of amusement™—was worth describing in such
vivid detail to the Press’s readership. According to Clapp, the establishment was “a queer
multiangular-shaped hall, abounding in mysterious alcoves and corners, and capable of

% The room itself contained “about a hundred

holding from four to five hundred persons.
deal-wood tables,” each of which could seat about four persons. Each patron placed his or
her order and then settled in to watch the singers and performers on the Concert Room’s
richly decorated stage. Clapp enjoyed the performances and the place’s conversational
atmosphere, and the Coffee Concert became part of the “realm of bohemians,” where
Clapp and crowds of young students (among others) gathered to smoke, drink coffee, and
talk.*

When Clapp returned to New York in the winter of 1853-54, he longed for
hangouts like the Coffee Concert and the English cider cellars he had visited in Europe,
or like those establishments with atmospheres conducive to conversation that the writer
Henry Mirger had then only recently described in his book Scenes de la Vie de Boheme
(1851).°” Some time later, as early as 1856 or as late as 1859, Clapp may have stumbled
upon the perfect place to found an American Bohemia: Pfaft”s cellar. One account
suggests that Clapp discovered Pfaff’s when he was living in Broadway, near Bleecker.
At the time, he was searching the nearby establishments for an inexpensive cup of coffee.
By chance, he descended into Pfaft’s cellar, where he found coffee as well as food and
lager bier at cheap prices.” As previously mentioned, Lause and Wilson state that both
Clapp and Fitz-James O’Brien found the beer cellar and subsequently recommended it to
their friends because of the taste and the quality of Pfaff’s beer and/or his other drink
offerings, particularly his coffee.” In an article for Harper’s Magazine, George Parsons
Lathrop maintains that three contributors to late 1850s periodicals had planned to meet to
discuss 1deas for a new weekly paper, perhaps, the Saturday Press, the newspaper that
Clapp edited and to which several of the American bohemians made significant
contributions throughout 1ts brief run. When it began to snow, the men decided to take
cover in a “dingy resort below the level of the sidewalk, where beer was sold in a room



“GO TO PFAFF’S!”
The History of a Restaurant and Lager Beer Saloon

screened off from the domestic department by a calico curtain. This was Pfaft’s; and thus
arose the “Pfaff group.”™”

Still another account credits Fitz James O’Brien with introducing the American
bohemian group to Pfaff’s. In the Brooklyn Standard Union, Amos Cummings details
how O’Brien went to Pfaff’s and ordered coffee even though “he had been drinking
cognac, and to one who has crucified his appetite with cognac the best coffee tastes
isipid.” O’Brien sampled his steaming beverage, then he “cursed his coffee and
declared that he would never again visit Pfaff’s, but he did, and the next day, when he
quaffed the Teuton’s coffee, it addressed itself so strongly to his palled palate that he was
delighted.” Indeed, O’Brien was so pleased with Pfaff’s coffee that he wrote an article
about the cellar for a New York periodical and, as a result, “the honest German suddenly
found himself famous.””

But regardless of whether the discovery of Pfaff’s came as a result of Clapp’s
thirst for coffee, an unexpected snow shower, or a combination of O’Brien’s taste for
cognac and his journalistic skills, the establishment, with its dark vault, selection of
European spirits, and French and German fare, almost certainly reminded Clapp of the
years he spent socializing with other writers and artists in the Bohemian cafes and
underground rathskellars of Paris and London. It was this European cultural and social
scene that Clapp aimed to recreate on American soil—in the presence of and in an

3 ik

establishment owned by Charles Pfaff. After all, it was Clapp’s “effort and influence that
made Pfaff’s into something like a Bohemian restaurant of the Latin Quarter.”"

When Henry Clapp and/or Fitz James O’Brien praised Pfaff’s drinks in the pages
of the Sarurday Press and among their acquaintances, other writers, artists, and actors
joined them at the cellar:

Then the old cellar was found to be inadequate to the increasing custom of the

place, and for years, Pfaff located himself in a larger one, on Broadway, near

Bleecker street. This cave became quite a celebrated resort for artists, critics,

actors, and the literary brotherhood at large, having, besides, 1ts large entourage of

German, French and other foreign custom, which gave a somewhat European

character to the place.”

In this scenario, Pfaff’s beer cellar—that “celebrated resort”—located at 647 Broadway is
not Charles Pfaff”s first place, but it is at least his second, one that opened only after the
first members of the American bohemian group patronized an earlier site and their crowd
grew too big for the space. In other words, the presence of this new literary and artistic
clientele, who were fast making Pfaft™s their regular meeting place, are precisely what
prompted Pfaff to move to 647 Broadway. Pfaff’s faithful customers followed him to his

new place and resumed their gatherings at a slightly larger Pfaff’s—a cellar that attracted
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French and German-speaking patrons and, by extension, cultivated a distinctly European
ambiance that appealed immensely to Clapp and an American bohemian group fascinated
by international travel, foreign languages, and the world news of the day.

Pfaff’s “*New Wein and Lager Bier Saloon and Restauration™

What this sequence of events means 1s that when Walt Whitman climbed down a
narrow staircase into the subterranean space of Pfaft™s cellar at 647 Broadway in the
winter of 1859, the place was still very new. It had only been open at this location for
approximately six months—since the end of March 1859.™ In a removal notice that
appeared in The New York Herald on March 31, 1859, Charles Pfatf described the cellar
as a “New Wein and Lager Bier Saloon and Restauration” (See Figure 1, Appendix A).”
In addition to his announcement about this move to a larger and better space, Pfaff
includes a message to all his previous customers as part of the notice: “CHARLES
PFAFF having removed from 685 to 647 Broadway, begs leave to thank his friends and
the public generally for past favors, and most respectfully solicits a continuance of the
same at his new and elegant saloon.”™ This notice, therefore, not only signals the closure
of his former eating house, but 1t also functions as the first advertisement for what would
soon become his most famous cellar.

The New York Herald removal notice offers evidence both of Pfaff’s proficiency
in multiple languages and of his desire to attract customers of German and French origins
because he includes the German spellings of “bier” and “wein” and the French word
“Restauration.” Pfaff’s use of “Restauration,” a term closely related to “Restaurant™ may
reflect his interest in French wines and cuisine, as well as his time as a waiter in
Switzerland since, as Karen Karbiener points out, “Restauration” is “still used today to

> .y i x wi7
designate less formal eateries in Switzerland and France.

But even more significantly,
the notice provides approximate dates for Pfaff’s move in late March from 685 Broadway
to the basement location at 647 Broadway, an address where Pfaff was already operating
his business by March 31, 1859. Pfaff’s saloon would remain here during the three years
that Walt Whitman frequented it before he left New York for Virginia and then the Civil
War hospitals, and it continued at this location until 1864, the year before the
Confederate surrender at Appomattox.

An article published in the New-York Saturday Press described the location of
Pfaft’s new saloon and gave instructions for getting there as follows:

On the shore of that sea which 1s always troubled, and tossing in a madness of

omnibuses and target-shooters, and men, women, and children who are too late

for something—Broadway—but far enough removed to catch only the hoarse

echoes of its multitudinous thunder . . . there is a saloon.
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Pfaft’s, then, was on the shoreline; it was a liminal space of shifting sands and constant
flux, where the tumultuous sea of Broadway stopped and the dry land upon which the
shops and restaurants stood, began. Here, Pfaff’s seems to be a place outside of time,
away from the omnibuses and people who are forever rushing on to their next destination
or appointment. In fact, because it was situated below street level, the cellar could also
offer a welcome respite for writers, artists, and tourists alike to hide out in between
attempts to navigate the city streets.

Recent studies of international and American bohemias, respectively, define the
very concept of “bohemia” in language that is similar to the New-York Saturday Press
reporter’s attempts to describe Pfaff’s and its location. Daniel Cottom, for example,
points out that bohemia is “outcast in time as well as geography,” while Joanna Levin
shows how American bohemia “functioned as a liminal terrain,” a site from which to re-
examine “bourgeois work and leisure ethics, gender roles and spiritual commitments.””
In effect, by mapping Pfaft”s onto the shoreline, the reporter positions the cellar as a
locus within and simultaneously separate from New York City. As a result Pfaff’s
becomes a site where Clapp and the American bohemian coterie could rethink and
ultimately challenge some of the aforementioned “habits of dress, speech, and thought™
that characterize the lives of those families—those men, women, and children passing
overhead on Broadway.

Yet, according to the Press, Pfaff”s was not simply positioned at the intersection
of sand and ocean; entering it was like venturing into an undersea realm. The writer goes
so far as to equate the cellar’s rooms to “some coral home of happy mermaids, right
below the distracted main.” Here, the reporter presents the cellar as a well-kept secret
locale, where patrons drank and conversed in their own underground society, just below
the “chaotic™ city and the “distracted” crowds. Nothing of “light-house alluring
significance” directed patrons to the cellar. There was merely a “modest” sign posted
outside the building on which the words “Pfaff” and “Restauration™ were only “faintly”
discernable.” To put it mildly, Pfaff’s was not the easiest place to find or access. But
those literary and artistic patrons who were in the know, so to speak, were quite familiar
with how to steer themselves through the crowds, and nightly, they set a direct course for
the saloon. Once prospective customers saw the sign and descended a set of steps leading
from the street above to the basement below, they found themselves, at last, inside
Charles Pfaff’s basement. One of the first persons they likely met when they entered was
the proprietor himself.*' Pfaff could most often be found behind the bar, where he kept
“a watchful eye on the few uneven stairs, which led to the crowded sidewalk, ready to

great a distinguished visitor” with the offer of a meal or a drink.*
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Even though the aforementioned newspaper writer discussed Pfaft’s in decidedly
oceanic terms, the 647 Broadway location was most often referred to as “the cave.” It
was modeled on underground rathskellers and grottos—popular drinking and eating-
houses in Europe.™ The journalist and novelist Joseph Lewis French called the New
Y ork nightspot the “American Mermaid™ and also compared it to Ben Jonson’s “Apollo,”
where the “mighty men of Elizabeth” had gathered during the English Renaissance.™
Bayard Taylor, a poet and occasional visitor to the beer cellar, thought the “dim, smoky,
confidential atmosphere” of Pfaff’s was more like Auerbach’s cellar in Leipzig.® With
its low ceilings, stone walls, and even a few barrels and hogsheads scattered throughout
the rooms, it 1s not surprising that the beer cellar’s literary patrons would liken 1t to
taverns in England and Germany, where gifted writers had gathered in centuries past. It
also seems fitting that the newspaper editor Charles Congdon would see Pfaft’s, the
center of American bohemia, somewhat romantically, as “quite medizeval and gypsy-
like.”* Congdon’s words connect the American bohemians and their gathering place to
the young artists, also referred to as bohemians, in Paris in the 1830s who adopted
medieval dress and speech to express their opposition to tradition.”” The Old World
atmosphere at Pfaft’s, then, might be attributed both to the décor of the cellar and to the
lifestyle of the French bohemians and artists whose practices the American bohemians
subsequently imported.

Charles Pfaff took great pride in his “mediaval” saloon, but the cellar’s interior
provided a stark contrast to larger restaurants and to some of the popular New York
oyster cellars, which were furnished in far more luxurious and updated styles. According
to Artemus Ward, nearly all of the fashionable oyster cellars had a marble countertop,
where customers could order drinks and another counter where oysters were served. He
recalled, “[At the oyster cellar] there are sure to be about a dozen boxes or alcoves, each
furnished with its little table and well stuffed seats, to exclude the occupant from view of
other customers.” Some oyster cellars even had “one or two, if not more, cabinets or
private rooms for parties wishing to sup quietly.”™ Charles McKay, editor of the
Hlustrated London News, reported: “In Walking up Broadway by day or by night—but
more especially by night—the stranger cannot but be struck by the great number of
‘Oyster Saloons,” “Oyster and Coffee Saloons,” and ‘Oyster and Lager Beer Saloons.””"
He also took notice of New York’s numerous drinking houses, observing that many were
“like the drinking saloons in Germany, situated in vaults or cellars, with steps from the
street.” In contrast to the earlier German cellars upon which they are based, the city’s
American versions were often located in “underground stories of stately commercial
palaces of granite, brown stone, or white,” a statement that seems at least partially
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applicable to Pfaft’s establishments in the sense that he operated a series of basement
saloons situated beneath other businesses.”

Although Pfaff called his newest establishment “an elegant saloon,” it was more
often remembered for its food and drinks, the sounds of loud voices and laughter, and the
smell of smoke from the kitchen and from customers’ pipes than for its decor. As poet
and Whitman admirer Richard Henry Stoddard explained, Pfaft™s, unlike the oyster
saloons, was not such a “spick-span” place; it did not sport white walls, and 1t had tables
rather than a section of stalls.”' The same writer that located Pfaff’s deep beneath the
“sea” of Broadway also deemed the beer cellar “a plain place . . . unhung with the
pictures of masters [and] unsoftened by carpet.” Pfaff’s lacked “perfumed rooms,” and
there was no “elegant music” playing while its customers drank and dined.”” Unlike the
modern restaurants and barrooms that were clean, carefully decorated, and well lit,
Pfaft™s had no “mirror-lined walls, richly carved apartments, carpeted floors, [or] flashing
electric lights.”™ In the words of one Pfaffian, the beer cellar “was a hole beneath the
surface of the street, ill-lighted, ill-ventilated, and ill-kept.””*

Once patrons stepped into Pfaff’s cellar, they found themselves inside a large
apartment beneath the Coleman House Hotel. According to Karen Karbiener, “the
distinguishing feature of the interior of Pfaff’s was the division of its space into two
distinct rooms: the main room of the saloon and an area below the vaulted sidewalk of

*.l‘.l"'.-ji'

Broadway.”~ The dimly lit main room was furnished with a bar and a few tables and

’* Even Artemus Ward, who was quite fond of Pfaff’s, admitted that the
'.'H{J?

chairs.
“furnishings were rough . . . a counter, shelves, [and] some barrels.
Winter, another associate of the bohemian group, recalled that Pfaft’s had “dirt floors”

Likewise, William

and similarly noted that the “cellar’s rooms were roughly and rather sparsely
furnished.”” Several former beer cellar patrons, presumably referring to the main room,
report that it contained “a barroom counter that was perpetually covered with suds, a few
shelves, some barrels and a single clock.” Beyond the bar, the vault “stretched
lengthwise to the right of the staircase.”'” This arrangement allowed customers to order
their drinks at the bar before taking a seat in the main room of the saloon or, as was the
case with Whitman and the American bohemians, before retiring to the vault.

The vault at Pfaff’s was “a special room, arched at the top” with “a weird, dull,
and gloomy appearance” that extended under the sidewalks of Broadway. In the middle
of the space, Pfaff had installed a large table that was reserved especially for the use of
the American bohemian group.'’' This table accommodated between fifteen and thirty
persons, and Henry Clapp, Jr., could often be found sitting at the head of it.'""* In her
novel, “A Long Journey” (1867), Rebecca Harding Davis offers a detailed portrait of the

vault portion of Pfaff’s, characterizing it as a small alcove with wine barrels against the
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walls and the a pine table around which the bohemians assembled. She went on to explain
that the entrance to the vault opened into the outer room, offering “a glimpse of similar

» 103

tables about which were gathered some quiet Dutch workmen. This description is

strikingly similar to the barroom scene Whitman presents in Calamus #29:

ONE flitting glimpse, caught through an interstice,

Of a crowd of workmen and drivers in a bar-room,
around the stove, late of a winter night—And
I unremarked, seated in a corner;

Of a youth who loves me, and whom I love, silently
approaching, and seating himself near, that he
may hold me by the hand;

A long while, amid the noises of coming and going
—of drinking and oath and smutty jest,

There we two, content, happy in being together,

speaking little, perhaps not a word. '™

Whitman gives his readers a single, brief look at a barroom through the eyes of the
poem’s persona (the “I"’) who appears to be one of its male patrons. The poet’s lines
suggest that the persona is seated in one room or corner of a barroom, which could be
Pfaft™s cellar, and hears the usual sounds of “coming and going™ as he watches the other
beer-cellar regulars, trying to get a look, even 1f only briefly, at the workers and drivers
enjoying an evening of drink and conversation in another area of the bar. The vantage
point that Whitman gives his poetic persona is consistent with both Harding-Davis’s
fictional portrait of Pfaff’s and with the fact that Pfaff’s may have consisted of both a
vaulted space reserved for the bohemians and another main seating area with a bar. If
there was, indeed, a curtain separating the two spaces, then it 1s tempting to speculate that
Whitman’s “one flitting glimpse™ through an interstice might have been what the poetic
persona could see of a group of workmen congregating around a stove through the gap in
that curtain. In either case, it seems as if the persona is looking out from one room of
Pfaff’s in an attempt to see what is happening in the other.

Even though the bohemians may have had seats reserved for them in the vault
portion of the restaurant, it 1s quite certain that Pfafl’s rooms were not as clean nor were
the chairs as comfortable as some customers might have liked. Since the cellar was but
“1ll-ventilated,” the rooms would have been filled with smoke because food was
constantly being prepared and many of the customers enjoyed Pfaff’s cigars.'”” The
Lastern State Journal described the most prevalent odor of that “queer Bohemian land”













































































































































































































































