
[image: ]


[image: ]


Contents

Introduction

 

PART I:  From the Beginning Through the “Golden Age”

    1 - Bossen Bouwerie

    2 - A Magnet for Misfits

    3 - The First Bohemians

    4 - The Restless Nineties

    5 - The Bohemians’ Neighbors

    6 - The “Golden Age” Begins

    7 - 1913

    8 - The Provincetown Players

    Photo Section 1

    9 - The Golden Age Wanes

    10 - The Next Wave

 

PART II:  The Dry Decade, the Red Decade, World War II

    11 - The Prohibition Years

    12 - The Coney Island of the Soul

    13 - The Red Decade

    14 - The Wrong Place for the Right People

    Photo Section 2

    15 - Swag Was Our Welfare

 

PART III:  The Greenwich Village Renaissance

    16 - A Refuge in the Age of Anxiety

    17 - The “New York School”

    18 - Duchamp, Cage, and the Theory of Pharblongence

    19 - Bebop

    20 - The Beat Generation

    21 - Pull My Daisy

    22 - Village Voices

    23 - Standing Up to Moses and the Machine

    24 - Off-Off-Broadway

    Photo Section 3

    25 - The Folk Music Scene

    26 - From Folk to Rock

    27 - Lenny Bruce and Valerie Solanas

    28 - The Radical ’60s

    29 - The Lion’s Head

 

PART IV:  The Last Hurrah

    30 - Prelude to the Stonewall Uprising

    31 - Stonewall

    32 - Village Celebrities of the 1970s

    Photo Section 4

    33 - After Stonewall

    34 - Art in the Junkyard

    35 - The 1980s and AIDS

 

Epilogue

Acknowledgments

Notes

Bibliography

Index

About the Author

Also by John Strausbaugh

Credits

Copyright

About the Publisher


Introduction

AMERICA WAS ONE THING AND GREENWICH VILLAGE ANOTHER.

—Ronald Sukenick

“YOU COULD SIT ON A BAR STOOL AND LOOK OUT OF THE WINDOWS to the snowy streets and see heavy people going by, David Amram bundled up,” Bob Dylan writes of his early ’60s Greenwich Village days in Chronicles. Half a century later, you can sit in one of the open-front cafés along Cornelia Street and still see Amram, now in his eighties and looking anything but heavy, striding up the middle of the quiet block. Gray curls halo his face. He wears a dark suit, dark shirt, and polka-dot tie, with rings on many fingers and a few pounds of necklaces, amulets, and medallions dangling and clanging from his neck. One of his daughters gave him the first few, and he added more as talismans representing his travels. The overall effect is of a hip Jewish shaman. He carries his French horn in one hand and in the other cloth bags stuffed with more instruments—pennywhistles, a tambourine, exotic flutes from China and the Native American West, an Egyptian doumbek. When asked where his roadie is, he says, “I’m my own roadie. It keeps me fit.” Smiling, buoyant, full of what they used to call pep, he radiates a kind of spiritual fitness as well, an unalloyed joy to be in the world, making music in it, tending the flame of jazz and Beat spontaneity. It’s contagious. Just standing near him peps you up too.

He’s got a gig tonight, down in the narrow basement cabaret of Cornelia Street Cafe. He’s got a gig somewhere most every night; he’s been in perpetual motion for decades. He returns to the café periodically to split whatever’s collected at the door with his quartet because, he says, he wants to keep a connection alive, an ethos he remembers animating the Village in the mid-1950s. It’s not about money. “I don’t think Saint Francis had a big stock portfolio, but nobody would say he was a failure,” he says. “It’s about spirit and conduct and morality and standards.”

Amram is a composer of jazz, orchestral music, opera, film, and theater scores (the original Manchurian Candidate, Splendor in the Grass). He’s a multi-instrumentalist (piano, brass, reeds, flutes, percussion, much else) and comfortable in musical forms from many eras and cultures. The instant he arrived in the Village, in 1955, he started playing in the clubs. He soon met and befriended Jack Kerouac, who’d become one of its most famous, if only part-time, denizens. Amram’s written three memoirs: Offbeat, Upbeat, and Vibrations. He has a genius for singing old-school scat and performing extemporaneous rap, both of which he and Kerouac performed together. Tonight’s program is part concert, part history lecture. He calls it “55 Years in Greenwich Village,” but it might also be titled “Around the World in Eighty Years.” He and his combo play old standards in new ways—jazz pennywhistle, jazz glockenspiel. He sings a Native American song, then scats the theme song he wrote for Pull My Daisy, the 1959 film featuring Kerouac, Allen Ginsberg, Gregory Corso, Peter Orlovsky, and Larry Rivers. He turns his audience into a syncopated, hand-clapping rhythm section. Between songs he tells stories from the Village of the 1950s and from around the world. He explains how he sees all creativity coming from one great source, a world soul he believes can resist the deadening assaults of modern corporate conformism.

Amram knows this is an anachronistic message to deliver in the Greenwich Village of the twenty-first century, so different from the Village he first came to in 1955. Thanks to historic preservation, much of it looks more or less the same. Its famously meandering streets are still lined with charming nineteenth-century homes and storefronts. Its nightlife zone around the intersection of MacDougal and Bleecker Streets is still packed with young fun seekers every weekend. But much else has changed.

The Village in the mid-1950s saw an intense explosion of creative activity. It was a culture engine—a zone that attracts and nurtures creative people, radicals, visionaries, misfits, life adventurers. Coming together in one place they collide, collaborate, fuse, and feud like energetic particles in an accelerator, creating work and developing ideas that change the culture of the world. When the playwright Paul Foster speaks at the end of this book about a creative zeitgeist he means the same thing. Classical Athens was a culture engine, and Elizabethan London, and Paris and Berlin in the 1920s. Greenwich Village was a remarkably productive culture engine for as long as or longer than any of these fabled places.

From its start as a rural frontier of New Amsterdam in the 1600s, it was a place for outcasts. Among its first nonnative residents were “half free” African slaves whom the Dutch strung out on small plots of land as a buffer and early-warning system in event of an Indian attack. The Village would remain the center of the black community in Manhattan through the 1800s, home to the first successful black theater and black newspapers in the country. By 1800 it was the site of Newgate Prison, in effect the first Sing Sing, and a refuge when epidemics flashed through the city. Washington Square Park began as a burial ground for plague victims and a place to hang criminals. Tom Paine, the most effective rhetorician of the American Revolution, was an old and forgotten misfit when he died there in 1809. Edgar Allan Poe, misfit of all misfits, became famous for “The Raven” while living there. Walt Whitman’s poetry was universally condemned and despised when he found his first sympathetic audiences in Greenwich Village in the 1850s, amid the first bohemian scene in the city.

The Village’s “golden age” as the Left Bank of America flowered in the 1910s. Emma Goldman, Margaret Sanger, Eugene O’Neill, Djuna Barnes, Mabel Dodge, Edna St. Vincent Millay, Hart Crane, Theodore Dreiser, John Reed, Marcel Duchamp, Upton Sinclair, and Willa Cather were among the set of remarkable individuals who put the Village on the leading edge of culture, politics, and social movements in those years. With a speakeasy on every corner during the Prohibition 1920s, the Village cemented its still active reputation as a party destination, as well as an unusually tolerant zone for gays and lesbians. In the Red Decade of the 1930s the Village was a hotbed of leftist politics and culture.

New York City was on its way to becoming the culture capital of the Western world when Amram arrived in the mid-1950s, and much of what was lifting it to that position was happening in and around the Village: Abstract Expressionism, Off- and Off-Off-Broadway theater, bebop, the Beats, avant-garde filmmaking, the early glimmerings of the folk music revival that drew Dylan and his cohort. The Village Voice appeared the year Amram arrived in the neighborhood. Grove Press had recently published the first U.S. edition of Samuel Beckett’s Waiting for Godot. In 1955 Greenwich Village was a magnet for nonconformists, people who felt like outsiders elsewhere in Eisenhower’s America; it was one tiny corner of American real estate where artists, writers, intellectuals, gays, lesbians, and psychological and sexual adventurers could feel at home. It was the bohemian capital of the East Coast. Amram and Kerouac shared it with Pollock and de Kooning, Maya Deren and Anaïs Nin, Marcel Duchamp and John Cage, Norman Mailer and Edward Albee, Charlie Parker and W. H. Auden, Woody Guthrie and James Baldwin, James Agee and William Gaddis, Maurice Sendak and Dawn Powell.

In the 1960s the Village was the launchpad for Bob Dylan, Jimi Hendrix, and many other folk and rock acts, and in the early 1970s it was the refuge to which John Lennon fled after the Beatles broke up. The gay liberation movement simmered in the Village through the 1960s and exploded with the Stonewall riots in 1969, making the Village the gay and lesbian center of the world in the 1970s. It was also the East Coast epicenter of the AIDS epidemic in the 1980s.

Greenwich Village was home to large working-class communities of Italians and Irish as well. It was the site of the Triangle Shirtwaist fire in 1911, one of the saddest events in the city’s history. Three of the most colorful mayors of the twentieth century came out of the Village: the charming and lackadaisical Jimmy Walker, the indefatigable Fiorello La Guardia—both natives—and Ed “How’m I doing?” Koch, who moved to the Village as an adult. Heavyweight champion Gene Tunney, the Bard of Biff, was a Village native, as was Vincent “Chin” Gigante, the Daffy Don of the Genovese Mafia family, as were the gangsters who inspired On the Waterfront. This population coexisted with Henry James’s genteel, patrician Greenwich Village, north of Washington Square, home to some of the oldest and richest families in the city.

The artists, radicals, and misfits drawn to the Village for all those years were always a small and transient minority, though a highly visible and vocal one. They could be as extremist in their behavior as in their art and politics, which didn’t always endear them to their neighbors. They often came to the Village as “voluntary exiles,” as Michael Harrington wrote, escaping what they felt were the restrictions and burdensome expectations of middle- or upper-class backgrounds. In the decades before every college campus was a node of an international counterculture, when gay and lesbian life was tightly closeted, when just wanting to make art or literature was a sign of abnormality, Greenwich Village was a crumb of the American social landscape where they felt free to live according to what they believed were their true natures. Inevitably some of them turned that liberty into libertinage. Exploring beyond the bounds of traditional social behavior and contemporary morals, they drank prodigiously, soaked up drugs, and threw nonstop orgies. William Burroughs once asked, “What happens when there is no limit? What is the fate of The Land Where Anything Goes?” Many, including Burroughs, sought the answers in Greenwich Village, the Neighborhood Where Anything Went, even though to do so was to court self-destruction. The history of Greenwich Village is littered with the corpses of those who drank themselves to creative ruin or death, overdosed on various drugs, committed alcohol- or drug-fueled murder or suicide, or partied themselves into oblivion. Their excesses could be heroic, despicable, or just ridiculous. In Village lore self-destruction was often revered as martyrdom. Though this seems misguided, we should resist judging the extremists too harshly by the very standards they intentionally, even conscientiously, flouted.

In the 1990s and 2000s Manhattan took the Village along when it renovated and repurposed itself as a magnet for wealthy tourists and residents. It is now more a place of recreation than creation, more occupied with preserving history than making it. The old Greenwich Village, the culture engine, exists now mainly in the memories of survivors such as David Amram. Many of them speak with bitter nostalgia about the changes. A few are more philosophical. The culture engine may return to the Village in some new form someday; the death of the arty-bohemian Village has been declared prematurely many times in the past. Indeed, every generation who misspent their youth there declared it over by the time they’d grown out of it. Today it does seem dead. There are various reasons for that, but one of the most significant, as in almost any story you can tell about Manhattan, is the price of real estate. Making culture and making a living rarely go together in America. The artists and bohemians who made the Village famous “came here,” as Villager Floyd Dell wrote, “because the rents were cheap.” Certainly not all of them fit the profile of the starving artist but many did. As a function of Manhattan’s transformation in recent decades, the rents in Greenwich Village have soared. It’s now a magnet for millionaires, not misfits.

 

A WELL-KNOWN CLICHÉ DURING ITS TWENTIETH-CENTURY HEYDAY was that Greenwich Village wasn’t a place but a state of mind. For decades it wasn’t even called Greenwich Village; it was known by its political divisions, the Ninth and Fifteenth Wards. Maybe that’s why people have always been a bit vague about its geography and borders. Only its western border at the Hudson River waterfront is undisputed. (For convenience we speak as though Manhattan lies on a north-south, east-west axis, the way it looks on a subway map. In truth it leans distinctly to the right, with the southern tip pointing southwest and the northern tip northeast.)

Most people consider Fourteenth Street its northern edge, though Djuna Barnes, always good for an argument, insisted that the Village went no farther up than West Twelfth Street. Today, everyone considers Houston Street the southern border of Greenwich Village. But that’s a relatively recent development. Before the 1970s the area down to Canal Street on the Hudson side of Sixth Avenue was generally known as the South Village. (Barnes went to extremes here as well, claiming that the Village extended all the way down to the Battery, where it “commits suicide.”) In the 1960s, artists began colonizing the abandoned cast-iron loft buildings along Broadway below Houston, an area that had been known as Hell’s Hundred Acres for all the garment industry fires there. In 1968 they formed their own neighborhood association and named the area Soho (South of Houston). And so the South Village came to be considered part of Soho, even though it remained much more like the rest of the Village—narrow streets, older housing stock, and a largely Italian and Portuguese population. In the 2000s the Greenwich Village Society for Historic Preservation has campaigned to revive the name and idea of the South Village in an effort to get some of its buildings landmarked and preserved.

The Village’s eastern border is the most vague. In his book Republic of Dreams, Ross Wetzsteon plotted the Village all the way over to Bowery/Third Avenue. At the opposite extreme, the ever feisty Barnes argued that “the Village does not run past Sixth Avenue.” She considered only the bohemian and working-class areas, the old Ninth Ward, the true Village, with Washington Square and the streets above and below it a separate place. It wasn’t a bad argument; physically and culturally there were notable differences between the patrician streets along lower Fifth Avenue and the more downmarket jumble west of Sixth. But most people include the Washington Square zone as part of Greenwich Village, and as the whole neighborhood has climbed upmarket over the last few decades the class separations of Djuna Barnes’s time have disappeared.

For the past few decades the thin strip of mostly commercial stock between Broadway and the Bowery has been called Noho, forming a kind of buffer zone between the West and East Villages. That makes sense. So, in this book, Greenwich Village runs from the Hudson waterfront over to Broadway, and from Fourteenth Street down to Houston Street east of Sixth Avenue; west of Sixth, a bit of a South Village tail pokes down.

How did this tiny and vaguely defined corner of Manhattan come to play such a large and distinct role in Western culture? The history of Greenwich Village, like the history of New York City as a whole, is fantastically deep, layered, fragmented, and fractal. It goes back roughly four hundred years and starts before the Village was a village.


PART I

 From the Beginning Through the “Golden Age”


1
 Bossen Bouwerie

GREENWICH VILLAGE WAS A ZONE OF ROGUES AND OUTCASTS from the start.

In 1640 the population of New Amsterdam, a rough outpost of the Dutch West India Company, was fewer than five hundred people, but it was astonishingly diverse, “the motliest assortment of souls in Christendom,” including Dutch and Walloons, French, Swedish, English, Germans, “one Cicero Alberto (known around town as ‘the Italian’),” and a Muslim mulatto. The first Jews would arrive in 1654. Predominantly male, more employee than citizen, the residents were tough, contentious, and often drunk—drinking and whoring were the chief entertainments, and taverns occupied a quarter of the town’s buildings. New York’s enduring reputation as a wide-open party town goes back to its founding.

Today’s Bowery follows the original track that ran out from the small settlement at the southern tip of Manhattan to bouweries (farms) like Peter Stuyvesant’s on the east side. It remained an unpaved and lonely country turnpike into the nineteenth century. On the west side, roughly two miles north of town, was an area the Dutch called Noortwyck. It was a mix of marshland, meadow, swamp, and woods, punctuated by a few hills, its soil sandy and loamy. Through it wandered a trout stream the natives called Minetta (Spirit Water), which to the Dutch became Mintje Kill (Little Stream), to the English Minetta Brook. It wound a path down through then-swampy Washington Square and took a downward diagonal to the Hudson.

Wouter Van Twiller, who succeeded Peter Minuit as director-general of the Dutch settlement in 1633 (Minuit “bought” Manhattan from the natives in 1626), was not a very diligent leader of the colony but he did do well for himself in the new world. Taking advantage of the great distance separating him from his bosses in Europe, he appropriated for his personal use two hundred acres of land in Noortwyck that Minuit had mapped out as a future company farm. Van Twiller turned it into a tobacco plantation he named Bossen Bouwerie (Farm in the Woods). His farmhouse is thought to have been the first built in the area. Late in the 1630s he transferred two parcels of the plantation to Jan Van Rotterdam and Francis Lastley; the lane that ran between their farms would eventually come to be known as Christopher Street, the oldest street in the area.

So fair claim can be made for Van Twiller, Van Rotterdam, and Lastley as the first European residents of what later became Greenwich Village. They weren’t there alone. A native settlement called Sapponckanican lay near the intersection of today’s Gansevoort and Washington Streets. Gansevoort Street is believed to be laid out along the native trail to the settlement, which was evidently abandoned in the 1660s, though for the rest of the century European settlers continued to use the name Sapponckanican for their own hamlet that grew up on the spot.

In 1644 the first black residents moved into the area, when New Amsterdam granted some of its slaves their “half-freedom” to grow food for themselves and for the colonists on mostly tiny parcels of land between today’s Houston and Christopher Streets. Among them, the former slaves Domingo Anthony, who farmed a plot at the southwest corner of today’s Washington Square Park, and Paul d’Angola, who worked a lot between Minetta Lane and Thompson Street. A lane that followed the banks of the Minetta Brook and connected the farms was called the Negroes’ Causeway in colonial times. It is today’s Minetta Street.

Other so-called free negro lots were drizzled throughout present-day Chinatown, Soho, and the East Village. The Dutch were not acting out of altruism or good fellowship. Spread across the island, the black farms were intended to act as a defensive barrier and buffer zone between the town and the Lenape, the area’s native population, who had been roused to fury by Willem Kieft, New Netherland’s director-general from 1638 to 1647. Hardheaded, tyrannical, and bloody-minded, Kieft had angered the natives by trying to levy taxes against them. Violence ensued. Kieft decided stern punishment was the only way to bring the unruly natives in line. In February 1643 he led raids on two of their villages, one north of the town (near the eastern end of the present Grand Street) and one across the river in New Jersey. Kieft and his cohort massacred some 120 men, women, and children, triumphantly dragging mutilated bodies and severed heads back to town. “Young children, some of them snatched from their mothers, were cut in pieces before the eyes of their parents, and the pieces were thrown into the fire or into the water,” a shocked townsman reported. “Other babes were bound on planks and then cut through, stabbed and miserably massacred so that it would break a heart of stone.” The atrocities ignited a disastrous war that flared from New Jersey to Long Island. A few thousand natives died, many outlying farms were burned and abandoned, and New Amsterdam was brought close to ruin by the time the conflict ended. Kieft was recalled and Peter Stuyvesant was brought in to restore order and rebuild.

In 1664 British warships sailed up to New Amsterdam and took it from Stuyvesant without a shot fired, renaming it New York. (The Dutch took it back in 1673 and renamed it New Orange but relinquished it again, and for good, in a year.) At first, English colonial law continued to allow black freemen to own land, and free blacks purchased sometimes significant parcels of land through the seventeenth century. Meanwhile, the English gradually tightened the reins on black slaves, requiring them to carry passes, levying heavy punishments on escaped slaves and anyone harboring them, and establishing, in 1702, the office of a Common Whipper of Slaves. A new slave market opened on Wall Street in 1711. The following year, a group of up to fifty black men and women “carrying guns, swords, knives, and hatchets” staged a rebellion, setting fire to a building on Maiden Lane (then on the outskirts of the city), killing or wounding some fifteen whites who rushed to put it out, including a few of their masters. Of those captured, “twenty were hanged and three burned at the stake. One, a pregnant woman, had her execution postponed” until after she gave birth. The incident was an excuse for a harsh new “Act for preventing Suppressing and punishing the Conspiracy and Insurrection of Negroes and other Slaves.” This included a new prohibition against free blacks, mulattoes, or natives owning “any Houses, Lands, Tenements or Hereditaries.” As a result, by the Revolutionary War most of the former Negro lots in Greenwich Village were in white hands.

 

UNDER THE ENGLISH, COLONIAL NEW YORK DEVELOPED FROM A frontier trading post into a port city. By 1700 its population was around five thousand, ten times that of 1640. It had expanded north almost to Fulton Street, packing in hundreds of new buildings on streets that were being paved with cobblestones. The decrepit defensive battlement at Wall Street was pulled down to make way for northward growth, although there wasn’t much at first. The stone Great Dock was constructed on the East River in 1675, landfill widened the tip of the island all around, and stone bulkheads protected the new shoreline, which soon bristled with wharfs. The city grew and prospered through the first half of the 1700s, powered by shipping, riding boom markets in commodities such as sugar and slaves. By 1740 one in five New Yorkers was a slave. The city’s numbers also swelled with new immigrants: Germans, Irish and Scots, many of them indentured (in effect, white slaves), and Jews.

The war of independence brought seven years of dislocation and disaster. Occupied by the British in 1776, the city was set alight, likely by Patriot saboteurs. After the British withdrawal on November 25, 1783, the burned-out zone west of Broadway was cleared for new construction. Wharfs that had deteriorated during the occupation were rebuilt, shipyards bloomed. Existing streets were paved and graded, new ones laid out. A flood tide of new immigrants brought the population to more than 120,000 by 1820.

For all its growth and busyness, however, the city was still packed tightly into a very small area at the tip of Manhattan. You could easily walk anywhere, as long as you minded the odd open sewer trench or the filled-in swamp where the ground was soft and still settling. A new housing development proposed in 1806 for up near the canal that ran west from the Collect Pond to the Hudson—filled in a decade later to form Canal Street—failed because nobody wanted to live “so far out of town.” In his Reminiscences of New York by an Octogenarian published in 1896, the civil engineer Charles Haynes Haswell remembered that “As late as 1820 I, in company with an elder relative, occasionally practised pistol-shooting at a target on a fence on the south side in this open and unfrequented street.” He also remembered hunting snipe on Lispenard’s Meadow, south of the present Broome Street. When the new City Hall opened in 1812, three sides of the exterior were marble, but the north face was cheaper brownstone because there wasn’t much of anyone north of Chambers Street to impress.

Still, some New Yorkers could already envision a much larger city. In 1811 the Commissioners of Streets and Roads in the City of New York published a map that planned for the Manhattan of the future. The commissioners’ plan, sometimes referred to as the Randel Plan for its chief engineer and surveyor, showed a rectilinear grid of numbered east-west streets and numbered and lettered north-south avenues imposing machinelike order from Houston Street all the way up to 155th Street. As with so much else in New York City’s history, real estate interests had top priority in the commissioners’ thoughts. In the report published with the map, they noted that “one of the first objects which claimed their attention was the form and manner in which the business should be conducted; that is to say, whether they should confine themselves to rectilinear and rectangular streets, or whether they should adopt some of those supposed improvements by circles, ovals, and stars, which certainly embellish a plan, whatever may be their effect as to convenience and utility.” (This is surely a disparaging reference to Pierre L’Enfant’s more fanciful and, to this day, traffic-bedeviling plan for the new District of Columbia.) “In considering that subject they could not but bear in mind that a city is to be composed principally of the habitations of men, and that straight-sided and right-angled houses are the most cheap to build and the most convenient to live in. The effect of these plain and simple reflections was decisive.”

From the day it was published the plan drew harsh criticism. Where were the utilitarian back alleys, the monotony-relieving plazas, the breathtaking hilltop vistas that befit a great city? “These are men who would have cut down the seven hills of Rome,” one New Yorker griped in 1818. He was not far off; much of the once hilly island would be flattened as the grid marched inexorably uptown. In 1893 a Harper’s Monthly writer complained:

The magnificent opportunity which was given to the Commissioners to create a beautiful city simply was wasted and thrown away. Having to deal with a region well wooded, broken by hills, and diversified by watercourses—where the very contours of the land suggested curving roads, and its unequal surface reservations for beauty’s sake alone—these worthy men decided that the forests should be cut away, the hills levelled, the hollows filled in, the streams buried; and upon the flat surface thus created they clapped down a ruler and completed their Boeotian [i.e., dull-witted] programme by creating a city in which all was right angles and straight lines.

The writer summed up the plan as “a mere grind of money making in stupid commonplace ways.”

One small area on the map bucked the precision-tooled order. Just above Houston Street on the Hudson flank of the island lay a maze of crooked, angled streets, a small eruption of eccentricity and disorder: the former Bossen Bouwerie, now called Greenwich Village.


2
 A Magnet for Misfits

POOR TOM PAINE, THERE HE LIES;

NOBODY LAUGHS AND NOBODY CRIES;

WHERE HE HAS GONE OR HOW HE FARES,

NOBODY KNOWS AND NOBODY CARES!

—Nursery rhyme

EDGAR ALLAN POE IS DEAD. HE DIED IN BALTIMORE THE DAY BEFORE YESTERDAY. THIS ANNOUNCEMENT WILL STARTLE MANY, BUT FEW WILL BE GRIEVED BY IT.

—Rufus Wilmot Griswold

WHILE THE TOWN CROWDED INTO THE SOUTHERN TIP OF Manhattan was going through all its growth, changes, and catastrophes of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the area that became Greenwich Village remained quiet, bucolic countryside, remote from the bustle and turmoil though not entirely isolated. In the 1650s “the few houses at Sappokanican” are mentioned in settlement records, an early indication that a small hamlet had grown up on Van Twiller’s land. It’s mentioned again thirty years later, when Jasper Danckaerts, a member of the Dutch Protestant sect called Labadists, came to the new world to scout out a location for a Labadist colony. In his journal entries for September 1679, he records setting out by foot to explore Manhattan, walking out of town on “the Broadway.” On the way out of town along Broadway he passed “many habitations of negroes, mulattoes and whites.” He found the island dotted with farms and small hamlets, both Dutch and English. Three hours’ walk brought him up to the New Harlem settlement, where he spent the night in the home of the local schout or sheriff. “This house was constantly filled with people, all the time drinking, for the most part . . . execrable rum.” He had also “the best cider we have tasted.” Heading back down toward New York the next day, passing through large orchards where the peaches lay on the ground in such profusion that even the hogs had eaten their fill, he and his local guide Gerrit crossed the island and “came to the North River, which we followed a little within the woods,” to the hamlet whose name he recorded as Sappokanikke. “Gerrit having a sister and friends there we rested ourselves, and drank some good beer, which refreshed us.” Around the time of Danckaerts’s visit, a Dutchman named Yellis de Mandeville, who lived near the village of Greenwijck on Long Island, bought some of Wouter Van Twiller’s old Bossen Bouwerie and apparently named it Greenwijck. By the 1720s this had been anglicized to Greenwich. Because the settlements outside the city were called villages, Greenwich came to be known as Greenwich Village.

The farmland of Greenwich continued to be parceled out and developed in the 1700s. Small clusters of buildings sprouted at the crossings of country lanes and along the Minetta. Early in the century, the Crown gave Trinity Church two very large parcels of land that ran up the west side of the island all the way from the city to Christopher Street, forming Trinity Church farm. East of it lay the Elbert Herring and Thomas Ludlow farms. In the 1740s Sir Peter Warren—whose home in the city was burned in a supposed Negro uprising in 1741—assembled a large estate running from the Hudson to around today’s Sixth Avenue, and from Christopher Street up past Twenty-first Street. The Irish-born Warren cut one of the most gallant figures in colonial New York. He’d already demonstrated his daring and courage as a young captain in the British navy when he was posted to New York in 1728, where high society received him with all the honors and flirtations due a dashing officer. In 1744 he was appointed commodore of a squadron of British warships that preyed on French and Spanish booty off the Leeward Islands, taking two dozen prizes in just four months. Under the British naval system the commander shared the spoils with the Crown, so Warren became very rich, as well as earning an admiralty and a knighthood. He also married into one of New York’s wealthiest families, the De Lanceys.

Warren was evidently the first rich man from the city to build a country place in Greenwich, a fine home to which he and his family could escape during the heat and stink of summer in the crowded city. On his death in 1752 Warren’s estate was parceled out among three daughters, one of whom married the earl of Abingdon, namesake of the Village’s Abingdon Square at Eighth Avenue between West Twelfth and Bleecker Streets. Another married a Colonel William Skinner, and Christopher Street was known for some time as Skinner Road. This land later fell to Charles Christopher Amos, and the three parallel east-west roads through it were named Charles, Amos, and Christopher Streets. Amos was later renamed West Tenth Street.

Other wealthy New Yorkers followed Warren’s lead, so that “by the mid-1760s there was an almost unbroken line of great estates up the west side of Manhattan.” It was lush countryside even then, and there was still good fishing in the Minetta Brook and plenty of small game to shoot. Haswell, in Reminiscences, records childhood memories of seeing men striding up Broadway and Greenwich Street with their guns on their shoulders and their dogs alongside, “on the way to the suburbs for the shooting of woodcock, English snipe, and rabbits.” Captain Thomas Clark, a veteran of the French and Indian War, established a large estate just north of Warren’s in an area that still bears the name he gave it, Chelsea. Abraham Mortier leased a part of the Trinity Church farm called Richmond Hill, near today’s Varick Street. He built a mansion on top of the promontory with a view of the Hudson. George Washington made it his headquarters at the start of the war; it’s said that Martha enjoyed carriage rides up the Fitzroy Road, which ran north near today’s Eighth Avenue, to the Chelsea and Bloomingdale estates (north of Chelsea in what became Hell’s Kitchen). Abigail Adams, who moved there with her husband, John, when he became vice president in 1789, described the still rustic setting in a letter to her sister Elizabeth Shaw.

The house in which we reside is situated upon a hill, the avenue to which is interspersed with forest trees, under which a shrubbery rather too luxuriant and wild has taken shelter . . . In front of the house, the noble Hudson rolls his majestic waves, bearing upon its bosom innumerable small vessels, which are constantly forwarding the rich products of the neighbouring soil to the busy hand of a more extensive commerce . . . On the right hand [uptown], an extensive plain presents us with a view of fields covered with verdure, and pastures full of cattle. On the left [downtown], the city opens upon us, intercepted only by clumps of trees, and some rising ground, which serves to heighten the beauty of the scene, by appearing to conceal a part. In the background, is a large flower-garden, enclosed with a hedge and some very handsome trees. On one side of it, a grove of pines and oaks fit for contemplation.

The Adamses hosted dinners at Richmond Hill that were long remembered for their elegance and opulence, at which Thomas Jefferson, foreign ambassadors, and local toffs feasted on lavish repasts of game and truffle pies, roast beef, lobster, and pâté. In the late 1790s Aaron Burr took over the house as his country retreat. It was from Richmond Hill that he left for his fatal duel with Alexander Hamilton in Weehawken, New Jersey, on the morning of July 11, 1804. Returning to Richmond Hill later that day, he wrote to Hamilton’s doctor, “Mr. Burr’s respectful compliments. He requests Dr. Hosack to inform him of the present state of General H. and the hopes which are entertained for his recovery.” Hamilton died the next afternoon and Burr fled to avoid a murder rap.

After that Richmond Hill’s glory faded. By the 1820s the city was growing up around it. John Jacob Astor, who’d bought the property from Burr, had the house rolled on logs downhill to the southeast corner of Charlton and Varick Streets, then leveled the hill and laid out streets lined with modest row houses—now expensive historic homes on Charlton, King, and Van Dam Streets. The mansion, falling into dilapidation at its new location, housed the Richmond Hill Theatre and Miss Nelson’s Theatre in the 1830s (50 cents for box seats, 25 cents for the pit) and a stable before it was torn down in 1849. A block of brick houses rose up on the site. In 1913, when the city widened Varick Street as part of the Seventh Avenue extension, these were torn down as well, and what was believed to be the foundation of the old house was uncovered.

To this day, in the Irish section of the Village, you can still hear an alternative version of this history, a legend that savors of Irish class warfare. In this telling, the regular folks who lived around Richmond Hill didn’t like it that high and mighty types literally looked down on them from their big house at the top of the hill. And so they not only tore the house down, they flattened the hill.

 

A NEON SIGN HANGING FROM THE WALL OF THE TOWN HOUSE AT 59 Grove Street advertises the presence of Marie’s Crisis Cafe, the small piano bar in the basement. Lower down on the wall, a plaque from 1923 explains that a contemporary of the Washingtons, Adamses, and Burr died there in 1809. The name “Crisis” is in his honor. The “Marie” is for Marie Dumont, the original owner.

Thomas Paine didn’t die in the current building but in a wood-frame house that stood on the spot before it. In 1809 Greenwich was still largely the countryside Abigail Adams had described twenty years earlier, with large estates, farms, and some small hamlets stitched together by the meandering lanes and paths that would become the Village’s famously confusing knot of streets. Paine didn’t do much in the Village except die there. As often happens to revolutionaries when their revolutions are won, he died impoverished and largely unloved by the nation he’d helped to create, his radical ideas having made him an unwanted outsider. Which is why it’s fitting that he chose to end his days where he did.

Paine had arrived in Philadelphia from England in 1774, just in time to help light the spark of the American Revolution. He was in his late thirties, a man of restless intelligence who had not yet found his footing in the world. He’d followed his Quaker father into the corset-making business for a while, gone to sea, taught English, and importantly worked as a tax collector, where he saw firsthand the “numerous and various distresses” taxation imposed on the poor. He was also an amateur scientist and inventor, which led to his meeting Ben Franklin in London. With encouragement and a letter of introduction from Franklin, he left England for the American colonies, where he plunged straight into the independence movement. His Common Sense, the most influential pamphlet of its time, appeared in January 1776. It quickly sold an unthinkable one hundred thousand copies and was universally discussed and argued. William Blake cheered Paine as the man who could “overthrow all the armies of Europe with a single pamphlet.” The Declaration of Independence came that July. Paine enlisted in the militia the following month and began writing The Crisis, his series of pamphlets written to rally support for the war. (“These are the times that try men’s souls . . .”)

When the war was won in 1783, however, his influence waned. Temperamentally unsuited to bureaucratic life, he held and lost a few minor positions in the new government. In 1787 he left for England and France. He was in Paris to rejoice when the revolution began in 1789. Back in England in 1791, he wrote his hot-tempered Rights of Man as a retort to “the nonsense, for it deserves no better name” of Edmund Burke’s Reflections on the Revolution in France. Burke, fearing that the violence of the French revolt might ignite similar actions in England, argued that a people had no right to depose their hereditary monarch.

“All hereditary government is in its nature tyranny,” Paine thundered back. “To inherit a government, is to inherit the people, as if they were flocks and herds.” The British Crown banished him for treason. He went back to France, where he was promptly invited to join the National Convention—and promptly imprisoned (gently, under house arrest in a former palace) for speaking out against Louis’s execution. “Kill the King,” he’d argued, “but not the man.”

He worked on The Age of Reason during his ten months’ confinement. “I do not believe in the creed professed by the Jewish church, by the Roman church, by the Greek church, by the Turkish church, by the Protestant church, nor by any church that I know of,” he declares at the outset. “My own mind is my own church. All national institutions of churches . . . appear to me no other than human inventions set up to terrify and enslave mankind, and monopolize power and profit.” This won him no new friends back in God-fearing America, where he returned, sixty-five years old and in fragile health, in 1802. “When President Thomas Jefferson invited Paine to the White House, one Federalist newspaper vilified him as ‘irreligious, depraved, unworthy to associate with the President of the United States.’ ”

For his service to the new nation he’d been given a small, formerly Tory-owned farm in New Rochelle, but his neighbors despised him and possibly plotted to do him bodily harm. His health failing, in 1806 he moved to the city, where a friend, the painter John Wesley Jarvis, put him up in his home on Church Street. In 1808 Paine moved out to a house on Herring (now Bleecker) Street, then asked an old friend, a Madame Bonneville, to look after him. She rented for him the house at what’s now 59 Grove Street and had the old man carried to it in an armchair. He died in a back room within a month, on June 8, 1809. Few noticed that a hero of the Revolution had passed. One of his few obituaries ran in the New-York Evening Post, founded by Alexander Hamilton and other Federalists for whom the post-Revolution Paine had been an irritant. According to the Post he’d “lived long, did some good and much harm.” He was interred on his farm, with fewer than ten people in attendance.

The indignities didn’t end there. In 1819 William Cobbett, a British radical and journalist, exhumed Paine’s corpse and took it to England, where he intended a proper memorial. He was refused permission and stored the remains in his attic. It’s said that after Cobbett’s death in 1835 his son sold Paine’s remains, piecemeal—a hand here, the jawbone there—to fans in England and France.

 

PAINE DIED IN OLD, COUNTRY GREENWICH, BUT A PLAGUE, A PRISON, and a potter’s field would soon help transform the village into a city.

All the hectic rebuilding in lower Manhattan after the Revolutionary War; the imperfect filling of former swampland and bog and waterfront; the increasing difficulties of drawing fresh water from overtaxed springs and streams; the metastasis of commercial activities into residential streets; the inadequate provisions for sewage and garbage disposal; and the huge influx of people into what was still a very small space combined to make New York in the last decades of the 1700s and first of the 1800s a noisy, stinky, soggy, overcrowded, often filthy hive of activity. Not surprisingly, deadly epidemics of smallpox, cholera, and yellow fever periodically broke out. A committee of citizens charged with determining the cause of the outbreaks cited the city’s “deep damp cellars, sunken yards, unfinished water lots, public slips containing filth and stagnant water, burials in the city, narrow and filthy streets, the inducement to intemperance offered by more than a thousand tippling-houses, and the want of an adequate supply of pure and wholesome water.”

Successive waves of yellow fever drove many New Yorkers to summertime residences in the countryside. Washington Irving, who made Sleepy Hollow and other Hudson River towns famous, was a Manhattanite who made his first trip up the river as a teenager when his parents sent him out of the city to escape a yellow fever epidemic in the summer of 1798. Many others escaped to the nearer countryside of Greenwich, a refuge from pestilence with its former swampland drained and its air fresh.

It was the especially virulent epidemic in the summer of 1822 that prompted the relocation not only of residents but of businesses and government offices to Greenwich, “which place,” Haswell writes in Reminiscences, “became the scene of hurried building operations on a large scale.” A local preacher spoke of seeing corn growing at the corner of today’s West Eleventh and Fourth Streets on a Saturday morning, and on the same spot, the very next day, a rough-hewn building “capable of accommodating three hundred boarders. Stores of rough boards were [also] constructed in a day.” In one week in 1822 “the Custom House, the Post Office, the Banks, the Newspapers located themselves in the village or in the upper part of Broadway, where they were free from the impending danger,” and these places “almost instantaneously became the seat of the immense business usually carried on in the great metropolis.” The new buildings were thrown up along Greenwich’s existing paths and lanes, making permanent the Village’s jumbled street plan. The name of today’s Bank Street derives from this period.

Some people returned to the city that fall, when the epidemic had passed, but others stayed. Brick row houses popped up all through the 1820s along the lines of Astor’s development at the south end of Greenwich and along the north-south thoroughfares of Hudson and Greenwich Streets and Sixth Avenue. In 1825 the Commercial Advertiser noted that “Greenwich is no longer a country village. Such has been the growth of our city that the building of one block more will connect the two places; and in three years’ time, at the rate building has been everywhere erected during the last season, Greenwich will be known only as a part of the city, and the suburbs will be beyond them.” Between 1825 and 1835 the population of the Village doubled. It doubled again by 1850. New York grew and flowed around it and was so built up below Fourteenth Street by the 1850s that young New Yorkers scoffed at the idea that Greenwich Village had ever been a true, separate village.

 

NEWGATE PRISON OPENED IN 1797 AT THE FOOT OF CHRISTOPHER Street on what was then the waterfront at Greenwich Street. Greenwich was still far enough out of town in the 1790s to be considered the perfect site for such a facility, making Newgate the first penitentiary to which criminals from the city were sent “up the river” and predating Sing Sing by three decades. Newgate was a progressive institution aimed, under the influence of the city’s Quakers, at reforming convicts by teaching them trades like weaving, cobbling, and blacksmithing. Its security was so lax, however, that frequent riots and escapes forced it to close after Sing Sing opened to replace it in 1826. Jacob Lorillard, of the tobacco Lorillards, bought the buildings and converted them into a sanatorium and spa. The area had filled in during the prison’s thirty years. The Greenwich Hotel was built nearby and tradesmen spread along Christopher Street. Greenwich Market on the south side of Christopher Street flourished from the 1810s into the 1830s; Christopher Street is still unusually wide past Greenwich Street because the horse-drawn wagons that used the market needed the room to maneuver. It closed in the mid-1830s when the new Jefferson Market, over at what’s now Sixth Avenue and West Tenth Street, siphoned off its business. By 1820 a stagecoach was running between Christopher Street and the Financial District five times a day, helping to knit the city and Village together.

Christopher Street was the site of another very important development for both the Village and the city in 1807, when Robert Fulton’s steamboat—originally simply called the Steamboat, later renamed Clermont—set out from the Christopher slip for Albany. A couple of thousand New Yorkers came out from the city to watch the launch, many expecting to see “Fulton’s Folly” blow up. Fulton, a Pennsylvania-born inventor who’d previously experimented with submarines, was not, as legend often states, the inventor of the world’s first steamboat. Inventors in the United States and France had successfully built versions some twenty years earlier. But the idea was still new and risible in New York, and several of Fulton’s investors provided funding only under cover of anonymity to avoid being mocked by their friends. Local rivermen, who rightly saw steam power as a threat to their livelihoods, “accidentally” rammed their sloops into the Steamboat hoping to damage or sink it. But Fulton’s ungainly, flat-bottomed, paddle-wheeled box survived, and steamboat service between Manhattan and upriver cities and towns was soon a booming business. Steamboats also took over the ferry services between Manhattan and New Jersey on the Hudson side. On the East River, Old Fulton Street still leads up into Brooklyn Heights from the Fulton Ferry landing in the neighborhood now known as Dumbo. Walt Whitman would often ride the steam ferry from this Brooklyn landing over to Manhattan, and he wrote one of his best poems about it, “Crossing Brooklyn Ferry.”

 

TWENTY-FOUR YEARS BEFORE THE PLAGUE SPURRED THE DEVELOPMENT of the western Village, it populated the eastern side of the Village, Washington Square in particular. During the epidemic of 1798, when a young Washington Irving was being spirited up the Hudson, the city sought a place far enough out of town to bury the glut of its dead. City government chose a swampy patch on the eastern side of Greenwich, which already hosted a few church graves. Over the next thirty years this soggy ground served as “our Golgotha,” as one doctor called it, a potter’s field for paupers and plague victims. Apparently duelists also used the land, and a wooden gallows for executions was sited roughly where the fountain is today. (The so-called Hangman’s Elm or Hanging Tree, the three-hundred-year-old English elm in the northwest corner of the park, was never used for this purpose.) The last hanging from the gallows was that of Rose Butler, a black nineteen-year-old convicted in 1820 of arson after a fire in her master’s house. Arson was a crime of gravest public concern in a city that had suffered several disastrous conflagrations. Since the slave revolts of 1712 and 1741, whenever anyone black was implicated in a fire, old fears of a Negro conspiracy were awakened. Thus Butler’s conviction was relatively ensured, as was her death sentence. An enormous crowd gathered in the Square to watch it carried out.

By 1826 the ground was too crowded with corpses to take any more. The city created a new potter’s field uptown near today’s Bryant Park and converted the old one into the Washington Military Parade Ground. Opened on July 4, 1826, the fiftieth anniversary of the Declaration of Independence, the Square’s inauguration was celebrated with “a great public barbecue for which two roasted oxen and two hundred hams were prepared.” The wheels of cannons on parade sometimes broke through the ground and into the old grave pits, revealing corpses in yellow shrouds, which had designated them as fever victims.

Nevertheless, the Square was so popular a public space that people began to build grand homes along its perimeter. Commercial buildings were quickly taking over lower Manhattan, making life increasingly uncivilized for the resident burghers and patricians. Around Wall Street and lower Broadway, tall buildings—five stories was the equivalent of a skyscraper then—reared up and overshadowed their homes. Seeking sunlight and fresh air, some moved across the East River to the brand-new suburb Brooklyn Heights, advertised to Manhattan’s gentry in the 1820s as “the nearest country retreat.” (Fulton’s East River ferry service, launched in 1814, made it an easy commute.)

Others moved up to Washington Square. In the 1830s they lined the north side of the Square with fine brick row houses, including the Row, the block of Greek Revival town houses that still stands between Fifth Avenue and University Place. Some of the city’s richest and oldest families lived there, including the Rhinelanders, Delanos, Coopers (as in Cooper Union on Astor Place), and Goulds, with staffs of up to sixteen chambermaids, butlers, footmen, cooks. In Washington Square, Henry James has Dr. Sloper move up to one of these homes from downtown in 1835. “[T]his portion of New York appears to many persons the most delectable,” he writes from half a century’s remove. “It has a kind of established repose which is not of frequent occurrence in other quarters of the long, shrill city; it has a riper, richer, more honorable look.” James was born on Washington Place, which runs east from the Square, in 1843, but his family moved to Europe when he was still an infant. When they returned in 1847 he grew up on West Fourteenth Street near Fifth Avenue, though he spent many hours at his grandmother’s home at 19 Washington Square North.

In 1832, the fledgling University of the City of New York (later New York University), founded a year earlier as “a nonsectarian training ground for the mercantile elite,” went deeply into debt buying up properties on the east side of the Square for its first permanent building, a handsome Gothic hall “evocative of Oxford and Cambridge.” Beginning an NYU tradition that continues into the twenty-first century, the construction of the building was fraught with controversy. Bitter faculty, teaching in temporary quarters downtown, often went unpaid. Parts of the building expanded across property lines, causing legal problems. To cut construction costs, the university and the building’s contractor arranged to use marble cut by prisoners at Sing Sing’s quarry up the Hudson. This enraged local stonecutters, who attacked the contractor’s office on Broadway in what came to be known as the Stonecutters Riot of 1834.

The streets on the south side of the Square were built up as well. A long block of what’s now Washington Square South was lined with large, marble-front row houses for the burghers, advertised “To Capitalists” in the New York Gazette. More modest brick and wood-frame houses went up along Amity Street, now West Third Street. In the 1840s, Edgar Allan Poe lived, briefly, in two of them and enjoyed, briefly, the peak of his popular success while there.

From the start, Poe’s life reads like one of his stories, a tale of constant wanderings, struggles, and self-defeat. He was born to poor traveling actors in Boston in 1809, roughly ten years ahead of Thoreau, Melville, Whitman, and Baudelaire. His parents separated, then died of tuberculosis within days of each other. The wealthy Allans of Richmond, Virginia, took him in when he was two but never legally adopted him. They took him to England when he was six, returning to Richmond five years later. Poe grew up a melancholic loner; his first known poem, written when he was fifteen, begins “Last night, with many cares & toils oppress’d, / Weary, I laid me on a couch to rest.” Despite his desperate desire to please and impress John Allan, his foster father never approved of him; Allan would die in 1834 without leaving Edgar a penny. To be fair, Edgar made it difficult. He entered the new University of Virginia at seventeen, ran up an enormous gambling debt, and was forced to drop out when Allan wouldn’t cover it. He left for Baltimore, enlisted in the army, and meanwhile self-published Tamerlane and Other Poems, the first of several books he’d publish himself at great cost with no appreciable returns in sales or critical esteem. He attended West Point in 1830, was bored, and got himself court-martialed in 1831.

Somewhere along the way he’d set his sights on becoming a professional writer, a characteristically self-defeating choice. The literary historian Sandra Tomc argues that Poe “selected a career almost guaranteed not to issue in what antebellum society judged to be pecuniary or professional success.” Writing was a marginal pursuit. Pay for all but the most popular writers and successful editors was abysmal, and no copyright laws protected work from piracy. The great mass of writers subsisted in dire poverty, unless they were “gentleman scribblers” of other means. But writing did hold out the possibility of those intangible rewards prestige and fame, which Poe, a rejected, orphaned outsider, might well crave.

He enjoyed some early successes. “MS. Found in a Bottle” won a small literary prize in Baltimore in 1833, and the Southern Literary Review, after publishing his “Hans Pfaall,” brought him to Richmond as editor in 1835. He thrived there, greatly increasing the magazine’s circulation while building his own repute as a wickedly sharp-tongued critic with the temerity to go after giants of the New England literary establishment the likes of Longfellow. (Boston, not New York, was still the capital of American literature at the time.) But he barely earned a living wage, drank heavily, and suffered black bouts of suicidal depression. In 1836, when he was twenty-seven, he married his thirteen-year-old cousin Virginia Clemm. After his drinking got him fired from the Messenger the following year, he brought his child bride and her mother to New York. Not a fan of city life, Poe set them up in a house in what was still, if barely, the suburbs: 137 Waverly Place in Greenwich Village. During their short stay he published The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym, then moved to Philadelphia in 1838 to edit a magazine, and it was here that he published most of the stories on which his reputation rests: “The Murders in the Rue Morgue,” “The Pit and the Pendulum,” “The Masque of the Red Death,” “The Tell-Tale Heart,” “The Black Cat,” and others. But his salary never lifted him out of poverty, and his alcoholism and disputatious temper again got him fired.

In 1844 he brought the frail and tubercular Virginia back to New York. They stopped briefly in a boardinghouse on Greenwich Street adjacent to what would become the World Trade Center site. In 1845 they rented a small house at 15 Amity Street, and later number 85. While they were at this address, the New York Evening Mirror published “The Raven,” and for the first time Poe achieved some of the popular success he’d craved. It was an instant hit, widely reprinted, parodied (“The Pole-Cat” amused Abraham Lincoln), and translated into French by Baudelaire and Mallarmé. On the strength of its popularity, the firm of Wiley and Putnam quickly published his Tales, his first book in five years, and The Raven and Other Poems. It was also in 1845 that he briefly co-owned and edited his own publication, the weekly Broadway Journal, which debuted in January of that year and died for lack of funds in January 1846.

Despite his success, he remained a gloomy, high-strung, contrarian figure. Tomc speculates that although he certainly was all these things, he might have exaggerated his public persona. Many writers and editors of the period cultivated outré reputations as arrogant fops, decadent voluptuaries, immoral lechers, and pugnacious enemies of their contemporaries, hoping to stand out from the rest of the pack. Poe may have played up his glum demeanor as he fulfilled the many requests to read “The Raven” in public. In 1846, with Virginia fading away, the Poes moved out to the Bronx countryside, where in 1847, barely in her mid-twenties, she died. In 1849 Poe left New York for Richmond, where he wooed a widow. As they were making wedding plans, he took a train for New York but somehow ended up in Baltimore instead, where he was found lying on a street in a drunken stupor. He died there, a few months shy of forty-one, on October 7, 1849.

Poe was quickly labeled America’s “first bohemian,” not only here but in literary France as well. It is a reputation that’s still attached to him today, but it’s doubtful he’d be pleased. Unlike the bohemians, Poe never flaunted his poverty—it was a source of constant shame and misery to him. He didn’t loaf and carouse like a bohemian; he worked himself to the nub trying to support himself, his frail wife, and his mother-in-law, and he drank alone, out of depression. He didn’t reject mainstream values; he sought respect, approval, and success all his truncated life. If he was America’s preeminent poète maudit of the time, it wasn’t by his choice.

Poe’s memory was insulted at the dawn of the twenty-first century, and another controversial New York University building was the source. In 2000 the university announced a plan to erect a new law school building, Furman Hall, on West Third Street between Sullivan and Thompson Streets, the block where the small brick house once known as 85 Amity Street still stood and was cherished by Villagers as the Poe House. Of course, Poe lived in so many places that there are Poe Houses in several locations; the city of Baltimore, for instance, preserves its own little brick Poe House, as it happens on its own Amity Street, and the Bronx has the Poe Cottage. Nonetheless, NYU’s plan to demolish this particular Poe House raised a furor of opposition among Village residents, preservationists, literary organizations, and celebrities from E. L. Doctorow to Lou Reed, who in 2003 released a two-CD collection of songs inspired by Poe, which he titled The Raven. Pressed on all sides, the university agreed to preserve and somehow incorporate the Poe House into its giant new building. The result is a reproduction brick facade bizarrely embedded in the West Third Street wall of the mammoth building. It looks like a skin graft that didn’t take. The bricks, windows, and door appear to be brand-new. A plaque on the wall informs the passerby that this facade is an “interpretive reconstruction” of the demolished Poe House. The “Poe Room” inside is open to the public for exactly two hours per week, 9 to 11 on Thursday mornings. Furman Hall does salute Poe’s legacy in one other, no doubt unintentional, way: it’s grim as a mausoleum, and the color of dried blood.

Village lore tenuously connects Poe to one other building in the neighborhood, the appropriately odd Northern Dispensary, the brick triangle where Waverly Place splits and runs into Christopher Street, a few steps from where Poe lived in 1837. It was built in 1831 as the city’s second clinic for the poor, and Poe, who certainly was that, is said to have stopped in with a head cold. As the city grew up around the Village the dispensary staff kept busy, writing more than twenty thousand prescriptions in 1886. Patients dwindled in the twentieth century as more hospitals appeared, and by the 1960s it was solely a dental clinic. In the 1980s it notoriously refused to serve HIV patients and shut down in 1989.

 

BY 1850 GREENWICH VILLAGE HAD BEEN SURROUNDED AND ENGULFED by the city, yet it retained a distinctive character. It stood off to one side and at an angle. Its spaghetti of narrow streets west of today’s Sixth Avenue enforced a casual pace, its quaint houses and small shops calming. Until the Seventh and Sixth Avenue extensions, and the subway lines below them, spiked through the Village in the following century, the business and traffic of the city flowed around and past it. Its waterfront bustled, but otherwise it remained a bedroom community, largely free of industrial buildup. It was a backwater, an eddy. Still, it was part of the city now, a neighborhood rather than a village or suburb. Most people didn’t even call it Greenwich Village: west of Sixth Avenue was now the Ninth Ward and around Washington Square and Fifth Avenue was the Fifteenth. Wards were political subdivisions. The Fifteenth Ward was nicknamed the Empire Ward for the high number of wealthy and powerful patricians who lived there. The Ninth came to be known as the American or Yankee Ward, because the wave after wave of new immigrants coming into the city from eastern and southern Europe largely flowed around it. In 1875 about one in three residents of the Ninth Ward was foreign-born, as opposed to areas such as the Lower East Side, its tenements bursting at the seams with new Jewish, Italian, Ukrainian, and other immigrants. The population would change. The immigrants and industry would come, as would apartment towers and tourist honky-tonk. Yet as the rest of Manhattan filled up with skyscrapers and giant apartment buildings, the Village’s “quaint” and charming qualities ensured that it was never fully transformed and absorbed by the metropolis around it.


3
 The First Bohemians

GIVE ME NOW LIBIDINOUS JOYS ONLY!

GIVE ME THE DRENCH OF MY PASSIONS! GIVE ME LIFE COARSE AND RANK!

TO-DAY, I GO CONSORT WITH NATURE’S DARLINGS—TO-NIGHT TOO,

I AM FOR THOSE WHO BELIEVE IN LOOSE DELIGHTS—I SHARE THE MIDNIGHT ORGIES OF YOUNG MEN,

I DANCE WITH THE DANCERS, AND DRINK WITH THE DRINKERS

—Walt Whitman

AT 643 BROADWAY BETWEEN BLEECKER AND WEST THIRD Streets an upscale bar-lounge opened in 2011. Through a discreet entrance you descended a narrow stairway to a dimly lit basement. The walls were bare brick but otherwise the space was appointed to evoke sumptuous nineteenth-century indulgence: a long bar of carved oak, stuffed chairs, pleated leather banquettes, carpeted floors, paintings of reclining nudes. It looked like a place where diamond-studded robber barons of the Gilded Age might sit with cigars and brandy between stuffing themselves full of oysters at Delmonico’s and sampling the ladies at the high-class bordello upstairs. Pretty young waitresses in corsets and fishnet stockings abetted the anachronistically risqué atmosphere as they ferried trays of high-priced cocktails to today’s gentlemen and ladies of industry.

It was called the Vault at Pfaff’s, from a line of Walt Whitman’s, and claimed a lineage to a subterranean Broadway rathskeller where Whitman and his friends quaffed and gabbed a hundred and fifty years earlier. It’s not unusual for bars in New York to adopt some historical theme in their decor and promotion—or to fudge the history as needed. The original Pfaff’s was actually in the basement next door, under the deli and shoe store at 645–647 Broadway. The building at 643 Broadway didn’t exist in Pfaff’s time. And Pfaff’s famous clientele were both more boisterous and less well heeled than the young urban professionals sipping concoctions named the Leaves of Grass and the Smoking Revolver in today’s establishment. They were frayed-collar journalists and poets, struggling artists, and actresses with somewhat salty reputations, and they created New York’s first celebrated bohemian scene.

 

THE TERM “BOHEMIAN” HAD FIRST BEEN APPLIED TO POOR ARTISTS and poets on the Left Bank in Paris in the 1830s, but the idea was still new enough in America twenty years later that the New York Times felt obliged to offer a long and rather dismissive definition in 1858. To understand how and why bohemianism came to New York when it did, it helps to know something of its origins. Bourgeois culture and bohemian counterculture were created at the same time, and by the same great force, the industrial revolution. It was then, at the end of the 1700s, that the economies of Europe turned away from peasant agrarianism toward urban industrialism. Cities swelled with the rise of the new middle class and working class. (Both terms come to us from this period, along with “industry,” “factory,” “capitalism,” and “socialism.”) Merchants became captains of industry; peasants flooded in from the countryside to become the new urban proletariat. At the same time, waves of democratic revolt and reform, following the American Revolution of 1776 and the French Revolution of 1789, were dismantling the long-held powers of monarchs, feudal landlords, and the Church. The freethinking individual of the Enlightenment became the primary and ideal unit of the new social and political order.

The role of artists, writers, and other creative workers in this period was subject to these drastic changes as well. Until now, the arts had largely been created for and supported by either the Church or noble patrons. The masons who carved the great cathedrals, the painters who adorned them, and the composers who wrote the music for the Mass were all skilled artisans, usually guild members working collectively. They had a fixed place and purpose in the old social order. The idea of the individual artistic genius, free to follow his or her muse wherever she led, “would have been neither tolerated nor understood.” The few insurgent spirits such as Michelangelo, Caravaggio, and Villon are exceptions who “stand out from the army of men with the standards of professional craftsmen and entertainers, the John Sebastian Bachs, Handels, Haydns and Mozarts, the Fragonards and Gainsboroughs.” The poet Kenneth Rexroth, a godfather to the Beats, put it succinctly: “There were no Baudelaires in Babylon.”

Now creative workers began (theoretically) to enjoy the same individual freedoms that everyone else (theoretically) did. Instead of obediently creating their works for the Church and the nobility, they were free to create whatever they wanted. But this meant competing for sales in a new marketplace, where the burgeoning middle class “required furniture, ceramics, paintings, ornaments, textiles and wallpapers for their homes, and formed a growing educated audience for literature, painting, music and the performance arts.” To lessen the sting of having to sell themselves to the bourgeois philistines (another coinage from the period), artists began to define themselves as superior to their buyers. One of the seminal creations of this period is the idea of the artist as tortured genius, in every way finer, braver, more sensitive, more angelic, and more satanic than those mere shopkeepers and merchants who had the privilege of consuming the products of his greatness.

With all these new freedoms came another: the freedom to starve. Without the support of the Church, noblemen, and the old guilds the creative worker was now “left to cast his soul upon a blind market, to be bought or not.” Then as now, for every successful, celebrated creative worker there were many, many others who shivered and scrounged in obscurity. This is when the first identified “bohemians” emerge. In Paris by the 1820s young, hungry artists and intellectuals gathered together in the Latin Quarter on the Left Bank around the Sorbonne—the old student district, where Latin had been the common tongue of the international university crowd, and where, more to the point, the rents were very cheap. In many respects the lives they pursued there were indistinguishable from long-standing traditions in any university district in any city. Unencumbered by bourgeois concerns of getting and spending, they slept late and caroused early, clustered in cheap cafés to drink bad wine and shout lofty philosophies, experimented with drugs and with the occult, espoused free love, befriended the lower orders, developed an unhealthy fascination with romantic death and tragic suicide, and created art, literature, and ideas guaranteed to shock and confound their elders. The term “bohemian” was apparently first applied to them by a journalist named Felix Pyat in 1834. The French had long called Gypsies bohemians, because they were thought to come from the kingdom of Bohemia. (They were “gypsies” because they were thought to have come to Bohemia from Egypt.)

The inherent conflicts, confusions, and stresses that continue to dog the relationship of bohemian countercultures to their bourgeois markets were in place early. In rejecting the restrictions of capitalism and exploring the outer edges of individualism, bohemians were “essentially an oppositional fraction of the bourgeois class,” “acting out the conflicts inherent in the bourgeois character . . . Many non-Bohemians experienced the same ambivalence” about their roles in the new social order “but they did not devote their lives to living it out.” Writing about his Greenwich Village years in Exile’s Return, Malcolm Cowley points out that there had always been poor writers and artists, and they’d often clustered together in metropolitan ghettos, from ancient Rome and Alexandria to Grub Street, the shabby zone of hack writers and cheapjack publishers in eighteenth-century London. What was new about the bohemians, he argues, was their confrontational attitude and behavior: “Bohemia is Grub Street romanticized, doctrinalized and rendered self-conscious; it is Grub Street on parade.”

Fifteen years after Pyat coined the term, another French writer, Henry Murger, went a long way toward romanticizing bohemia and thus launched it into international popular culture. Murger himself was a bohemian more by association and necessity than personal desire. Born into the lower end of the middle class, son of a tailor/janitor and a concierge, he decided not to follow his father’s trade and pursued writing instead. He wrote as “Henry” rather than his given “Henri” because he thought the exotic English spelling would get him noticed. He was scrounging, doing hack work for various publications, when he began to write a series of feuilletons—brief sketches of everyday affairs, like the “Talk of the Town” pieces in The New Yorker—in a small newspaper in 1845, portraying the lives, loves, and carefree poverty of his bohemian friends. At first the public barely noticed, but when the sketches were reworked into a play, Scènes de la vie de Bohème, first produced in Paris in 1849, it was an enormous hit. Suddenly all Paris—then all France, then all of the Western world—was fascinated with bohemians. Riding the wave, Murger put out Scènes as a book in 1851 and it became an international best seller.

Bohemians fired imaginations everywhere—London, Berlin, Munich, St. Petersburg—and the wave hit American shores in the 1850s. One of the first American-born bohemians was James McNeill Whistler. He has come down to us as the painter of a dour, dark portrait of his mother, but Whistler himself cut an aggressively bright figure in the world. Born in New England in 1834, raised partly in Russia and London, the twenty-two-year-old moved to Paris in 1855, apparently under the spell of Murger’s novel. He took a studio in the Latin Quarter and soon fell into the bohemian life, which almost killed him within a few years. He affected flouncy, eccentric outfits and outrageous public behavior, while counting Baudelaire, Théophile Gautier, Marcel Proust, and Édouard Manet among his acquaintances. On returning to London, he continued to play the oddly dressed, larger-than-life, two-fisted bohemian for the rest of his days, attracting a lot of press, alienating a lot of fellow artists and wealthy patrons, and inspiring a new generation of young aesthetes. Whistler was the first notable American-born artist actually to settle in bohemian Paris, as opposed to those who would make brief tourist pilgrimages beginning in the mid-1850s.

 

JUST AS THE FIRST PARIS BOHEMIANS HAD EMERGED AT A TIME OF huge social and economic changes, New York’s first bohemians announced their presence when the young nation, not yet a century old, was facing great internal crises. America had entered the decade of the 1850s with a booming economy, vigorously expanding across the continent, yet it had begun pulling itself apart along regional and factional fault lines that pitted the industrializing Northeast against the plantation South, the farmers of the Midwest, and the vast new territories farther west. North, South, East, and West disagreed over much—over slavery, over tariffs and taxes, over the rights of individual states versus the rule of the union, even over the path of a proposed transcontinental railroad and the need for coast-to-coast telegraph lines. Slavery was the touchstone issue around which much of the conflict coalesced.

The country’s economic boom ended in 1857 when a wave of bank failures rolled out from New York, followed by panic on Wall Street. Much of the country plunged into a brief but steep depression, with the highest unemployment in the North. In New York City the jobless ranks swelled to as high as a hundred thousand in a city of eight hundred thousand. Workers in factories and mines throughout the North, battered by wage cuts and layoffs, organized strikes. The trouble spread to the Midwest, where the value of farmers’ crops plummeted. The plantation South, still able to export cotton and tobacco, weathered the turmoil best. The fissures deepened and the nation continued its slide toward civil war.

The Pfaff’s scene appeared in the midst of all this turmoil, providing some welcome distraction and a little comic relief. The restaurant saloon was in the cellar of the Coleman House, a small hotel on Broadway. The building still stands, showing its age. Broadway itself was in a state of great flux. From the 1820s through the 1840s, great homes and cultural institutions had spread up Broadway from the Washington Square area. Stuyvesants, Roosevelts, Lorillards, Astors all built mansions on or near Broadway above Houston Street. The wealthy importer Allan Melville built a grand house there when Herman was nine years old. The beautiful Grace Episcopal Church, the Gothic Revival masterpiece at Broadway and East Tenth Street, was consecrated in 1846.

Next door to Coleman House stood the grand Stuyvesant Institute, a Greek Revival palace of culture built in the 1830s that at various times was home to the New-York Historical Society, the Lyceum of Natural History, NYU’s Medical College, and the National Academy of Design, the first professional association created by and for artists in this country. Young artists including the portrait painter Samuel Finley Breese Morse had started the academy in 1825 as a revolt against the older, hide-bottomed American Academy of the Arts (originally the New-York Academy of the Fine Arts). Morse was its first president, and he also taught painting and sculpture at NYU. In 1825 the city of New York sent Morse to Washington, D.C., to paint a portrait of Lafayette. While he was there news reached him that his wife, Lucretia, had taken ill in New Haven. By the time he got there she was in her grave. Already a sometime inventor, Morse started to think about faster ways to send messages over long distances. Through the 1830s he worked on what became the telegraph. It’s an exaggeration to call him the telegraph’s sole inventor—several others were working on the same principles, leapfrogging one another, and often disputing one another’s claims—but he did invent Morse Code.

As the city surged up toward Fourteenth Street in the 1840s and ’50s, Broadway developed into its chief shopping area, entertainment zone, and “sporting” (red-light) district. Putnam’s Monthly declared the Broadway stem “the most showy, the most crowded, and the richest thoroughfare in America” during the day, and a “promiscuous channel of activity and dissipation” by night. Riding the pre-1857 boom times, shopping was a popular new recreational activity in the city. Department stores like Lord & Taylor and A. T. Stewart, the jeweler Tiffany, dress shops, hat shops, and huge restaurants such as Taylor’s, at Broadway and Franklin Street below Canal—where the stupefyingly opulent decor made up for the rude service and mediocre food—drew hordes of shoppers in the daytime. Not all that wide despite its name, Broadway was choked with the traffic of horse-drawn wagons, carts, carriages, and omnibuses, raising a terrible clatter. Shoppers darted from one side of the street to the other at some peril to their lives, not to mention their shoes and hems, since it was muddy in the rain, slushy in winter, and dusty when dry and the inadequate private garbage removal usually left the gutters choked. It was visually loud as well, with gaudy painted signs and advertisements festooning every spare surface of the buildings.

After dark, Broadway turned into the central nervous system of what the patrician George Templeton Strong called the city’s “whorearchy.” In the evenings Broadway was “always crowded,” he complained in his diary in 1840, “and whores and blackguards make up about two-thirds of the throng.” Upwards of a hundred brothels operated on and around Broadway in the 1850s; they were included in all the guidebooks. Whitman observed that “any man passing along Broadway, between Houston and Fulton streets, finds the western sidewalks full of prostitutes, jaunting up and down there.” Broadway was lined with theaters, hotels, and saloons that also served as de facto whorehouses. The whorearchy worked generally unmolested in a city that was wide open and vice ridden. Prostitution was a huge industry—the second largest in the city, according to an 1855 census. Sex workers included both “she-harlots and he-harlots,” as Whitman writes in his mad jeremiad “Respondez!” One guidebook remarked that New York out-Sodomed Sodom.

So it seems that Pfaff’s was in the right spot at the right time to become a hangout for artists, writers, and newfangled bohemians. It had the vaulted, subterranean atmosphere of a rathskeller and was known for its beer selection, but it also maintained an excellent wine list and real silver and china service. Regular customers sat at small tables in the front, while a long table in the rear was reserved for the bohemian crowd. Charles Pfaff was a German Swiss who, like all the best publicans, was a good-natured host to his colorful, eccentric clientele and shrewd enough to exploit their presence as a draw to student wannabes and gawkers. In its 1890 obituary for Pfaff, the New York Times recalled that in the late 1850s his establishment had been “the favorite resort of all the prominent actors, authors, artists, musicians, newspapermen, and men-about-town of the time. It was not an attractive-looking place, for it was on the floor below street level, and was fitted up in a plain, quaint fashion . . . but the service was clean and the cooking excellent.” Pfaff’s beefsteak and pfannkuchen were renowned, but most folks had come, the Times said, to “get a look at the lions of bohemia.”

The core group at Pfaff’s conformed closely to Cowley’s notion that bohemia was Grub Street with an added layer of self-conscious ostentation. “Far from a pack of free-and-easy artistic vagabonds, the Pfaff’s crowd consisted primarily of hard-working writers who made penurious livings from the penny press and magazines,” the historian Christine Stansell notes. It was boom times for New York newspapers and magazines, and several founded in this era went on to great and long success, including the New York Times (founded in 1851), Harper’s Monthly (1850), Harper’s Weekly (1857), the Atlantic Monthly (1857), the New York World (1860), the Nation (1865), and Harper’s Bazaar (1867). Most of them still paid their writers and illustrators abysmally, however, so Pfaff, who allowed them to loiter over their beers and run up tabs, was a godsend. Like media folks in any age, they wrote a lot about themselves, and Pfaff reaped the benefits of the free publicity. There were a couple of other venues where a nascent bohemian crowd hung out, including the saloon down at Taylor’s restaurant, but Pfaff’s was preeminent.

By January 1858 the New York Times felt moved to print a rebuke of the bohemian fad, observing that the term “is now heard almost as frequently as the once unknown term of loafer. But a Bohemian is not quite a loafer, though he is not far removed from one. The true Bohemian has either written an unsuccessful play, or painted an unsalable picture, or published an unreadable book, or composed an unsung opera.” Bohemians “hold the finest sentiments, and have a distinctive aversion of anything that is low or mean, or common or inelegant. Still, the Bohemian cannot be called a useful member of society.” Disparaging bohemians as loafers or at best not-quite-loafers—loafing being a newly minted term when the Times and Whitman used it (“I loafe and invite my soul, / I lean and loafe at my ease observing a spear of summer grass”)—became a standard put-down in work-ethic America still in use a century later.

Unhappy with writing for, and being written about in, stodgy papers like the Times, the “Pfaffians” created two short-lived papers of their own, the Saturday Press and Vanity Fair, which were in effect house organs for the scene. The founder and editor of the Press was a slight, perpetually pipe-smoking New Englander named Henry Clapp Jr. According to legend Clapp—a Sunday school teacher who by the 1850s had fallen off the temperance wagon and become a prodigious drinker—discovered one afternoon that the beers in Pfaff’s were excellent and told all his writer friends, who made the place a boisterous scene and declared Clapp the king of Bohemia. The Saturday Press was a weekly broadsheet that sold for a nickel. It scratched out a chronically cash-strapped subsistence only from October 1858 into December 1860, later revived by Clapp for less than a year in 1865. The Press is best remembered in literary history for its relentless championing of Whitman’s 1860 edition of Leaves of Grass, at a time when most critical responses were extremely negative, and for helping to kick off Mark Twain’s career by first publishing “Jim Smiley and His Jumping Frog” in the 1865 reincarnation. Clapp set the irreverent, sarcastic tone of the Press. He was known for his pointed bon mots. When the Nation appeared in 1865, he gave it the nickname Stag-Nation for its lack of female writers. He called Wall Street Caterwaul Street and branded the Tribune’s Horace Greeley “a self-made man who worshipped his creator.”

One of the most remarkable figures in Clapp’s crowd was Ada Clare, born Jane McElhenney into a well-off Charleston family in 1836. She borrowed her nom de plume from Dickens’s Bleak House, serially published in 1852–53, but she might also have been thinking of the southern belle’s common exclamation “Ah declare!” Like Mabel Dodge Luhan in the following century, Clare spent much of her life in headlong flight from her dull, respectable origins. By 1855 she was in New York and her first poems were appearing in the New York Atlas. She met and fell in love with the celebrated pianist and composer Louis Gottschalk, a notorious philanderer and ruiner of young women’s reputations. (When he died in Rio de Janeiro in 1869, it was rumored that he’d been killed by a jealous husband. The cause of death was in fact malaria, of which he collapsed on stage in the midst of a recital.) Clare had a son by Gottschalk. Rather than quietly suffer the ruin of her reputation, as most young women of her time would have done, she boldly trumpeted it. She had calling cards printed up with the shocking announcement “Miss Ada Clare and Son,” and the two of them traveled that way through Europe, out West, and as far as Hawaii.

In 1858 she returned to New York from Paris where, like Clapp a few months earlier, she’d enjoyed the bohemian milieu. The Pfaffians, already declaring Clapp their king, welcomed her back as their queen. The boys at Pfaff’s were quite taken with her. Whitman called her “a perfect beauty” with “no inconsiderable share of intellect and cultivation.” Stansell points out that the mere presence of Clare, an unrepentantly unwed mother, along with a handful of other single, unchaperoned women, was enough to give the scene at Pfaff’s a risqué allure. In the mid-1800s, any woman seen alone in public—and certainly in a saloon—was presumed to be a prostitute.

Clare struggled with something of an acting career for much of her life (the Times described her performances as “erratic but gifted”), but her true forte was writing. She contributed funny, sharp-tongued theater and literary criticism to the Saturday Press and other publications. “I have finished reading ‘Beulah,’ ” she wrote once in the Press. “Let the fact be recorded as a proof of my extreme pertinacity of purpose. ‘Beulah’ is another inane copy of ‘Jane Eyre.’ But it is a waxen, corky, wooden-jointed, leather-and-findings imitation of it.” She used her Press column “Thoughts and Things” to comment on issues of the day, once lampooning the various causes then roiling the city and the nation (“Temperance, anti-asylumism, anti-slavery, anti-capital punishments”) by declaring her own campaign—against pie.

Clare did not live in the city but out in what were effectively the suburbs at 86 West Forty-second Street (Whitman jotted it down in one of his notebooks), where developers had been building rows of modest town houses, brownstones, and tenements for about a decade at this point. Horse-drawn “street railroads” connected the new and still rather isolated developments to the city. According to another actress friend, Rose Eytinge, Clare held soirees on Sunday evenings for “men and women, all of whom had distinguished themselves in various avenues—in literature, art, music, drama, war, philanthropy. The women were beautiful and brilliant, the men clever and distinguished . . . This was Bohemia, and our fairy-like, beautiful young hostess was its queen.”

Another regular at Pfaff’s, the Irish writer Fitz-James O’Brien (1828–1862), came to America in 1852 from England, where he’d first tasted the bohemian life while squandering a modest inheritance on immodest and intemperate pleasures. He earned the nickname Fist-Gammon O’Bouncer for his tendency to escalate literary arguments into fistfights, which often saw him remanded to the Jefferson Market jail. He was also known for borrowing cash to throw dinners for his friends at Pfaff’s or Delmonico’s, then not inviting the lender, on the presumption that anyone holding that much cash to lend must be a bourgeois pig. O’Brien wrote Gothic horror tales inspired by Poe for which he’s best known now, a column of theater criticism called “Dramatic Feuilleton” for the Saturday Press, a “Man About Town” column for Harper’s, and other journalism. He wrote his best work when giving free rein to his raffish sense of humor. His short story “The Bohemian” is a satire of the already well-established stereotypes. A young, struggling lawyer and would-be writer—he’s working on an article for Harper’s—looks up from his desk one night to find a “seedy” man in his doorway, who proclaims himself a bohemian. He explains:

“When I say that I am a Bohemian, I do not wish you to understand that I am a Zingaro [Gypsy]. I don’t steal chickens, tell fortunes, or live in a camp. I am a social bohemian, and fly at higher game . . . Have you read Henri Murger’s Scènes de la vie de Bohème?”

“Yes.”

“Well, then, you can comprehend my life. I am clever, learned, witty, and tolerably good looking. I can write brilliant magazine articles . . . I can paint pictures, and, what is more, sell the pictures I paint. I can compose songs, make comedies, and captivate women.”

“On my word, Sir, you have a choice of professions,” I said, sarcastically . . .

“That’s it,” he answered; “I don’t want a profession. I could make plenty of money if I chose to work, but I don’t choose to work. I will never work. I have a contempt for labor.”

“Probably you despise money equally,” I replied, with a sneer.

“No, I don’t. To acquire money without trouble is the great object of my life.”

Walt Whitman began frequenting Pfaff’s in 1859, “sitting out the long period of critical silence that followed the second edition of Leaves of Grass,” Stansell writes. “Pfaff’s became, in these years, his chief source of social intercourse.” A little older than most of the bohemians, he sat to one side and was amused by their high spirits. He was born near Huntington, Long Island, in 1819 and raised there and in Brooklyn, where he dropped out of school at twelve and became a printer and typesetter, a newspaperman, and a (largely self-taught) schoolteacher. He lived in Manhattan for several years in the 1840s, but was back in Brooklyn by the 1850s, though frequently crossing the river into the city for both work and play. He was attracted to Pfaff’s—and to the attention its crowd was getting—at a time when he was avidly seeking attention for himself and for Leaves of Grass.

Four years earlier, he had self-published just under eight hundred copies of the first edition of Leaves of Grass, setting the type for some pages himself in a Brooklyn Heights print shop. In every respect it was unusual. The author was unnamed but presumably portrayed in a frontispiece engraving, looking more like a slightly dandyish workingman than an aesthete. It opened with a prose prologue, a ten-page statement of purpose that seemed to gush from the author in such a torrent he could barely pause for punctuation: “The greatest poet hardly knows pettiness or triviality. If he breathes into any thing that was before thought small it dilates with the grandeur and life of the universe. He is a seer . . . he is individual . . . he is complete in himself . . . the others are as good as he, only he sees it and they do not.” The twelve poems that followed were untitled, without rhyme or meter or normal line breaks. The first one, later titled “Song of Myself,” flowed an astounding 1,336 lines, fifty-six pages of “barbaric yawp.” Later readers would recognize it as startlingly modern free verse, exploding like an impatient supernova half a century before its time. “I am the poet of the body, / And I am the poet of the soul,” Whitman announces. He declares his unity with everything and everyone in the “kosmos.” Nothing is too small or too large for him to embrace (“I believe a leaf of grass is no less than the journeywork of the stars”), and no human act is off-limits.

Through me forbidden voices,

Voices of sexes and lusts . . . voices veiled, and I remove the veil,

Voices indecent by me clarified and transfigured.

I do not press my finger across my mouth,

I keep as delicate around the bowels as around the head and heart,

Copulation is no more rank to me than death is.

I believe in the flesh and the appetites,

Seeing hearing and feeling are miracles, and each part and tag of me is a miracle.

Toward the end he hopefully projects, “The proof of a poet is that his country absorbs him as affectionately as he has absorbed it.” In this he was sorely disappointed. Very few copies sold, very few reviews appeared. Of those that did, only the ones ghostwritten by Whitman himself were positive; the others denounced it as “a mass of stupid filth,” “stupid and meaningless twaddle,” or a “muck of abomination.” One contemporary poet seemed to appreciate the work: Ralph Waldo Emerson. As a young newspaperman in 1842, Whitman had been terrifically impressed by an Emerson lecture called “Nature and the Powers of the Poet,” in which Emerson declared that “New topics, new powers, a new spirit arise, which threaten to abolish all that was called poetry.” Emerson called for an American poet who would capture “our log-rolling, our stumps and their politics, our fisheries, our Negroes and Indians, our boasts and our repudiations.” Not outlandishly, Whitman thought he’d done that in Leaves of Grass, and he sent a copy to Emerson, who wrote back, “I find it the most extraordinary piece of wit and wisdom that America has yet contributed . . . I give you joy of your free brave thought. I find incomparable things said incomparably well, as they must be . . . I greet you at the beginning of a great career.” Emerson came to New York to take Whitman out to dinner. Understandably elated, Whitman had Emerson’s letter printed in the New York Tribune, reproduced it in his expanded 1856 second edition of Leaves, and had the words “I greet you at the beginning of a great career” emblazoned in gold lettering on the book’s spine. Emerson, who hadn’t been asked permission to make his private letter so very public, was taken aback by the brashness, but he got over it. Whitman took Emerson to Pfaff’s, which he found too rough and noisy. Emerson’s friends Henry Thoreau and Bronson Alcott (Louisa May’s father) made their own pilgrimage to New York to meet Whitman; Alcott noted in his journal that Thoreau and Whitman were wary with each other, “like two beasts, each wondering what the other would do, whether to snap or run; and it came to no more than cold compliments between them.”

For all that, the 1856 edition also went unread and unloved. Whitman was furiously writing new poems and planning a third edition when he came to Pfaff’s. He wasn’t much of a drinker. His first published book had been a temperance novel, Franklin Evans; or The Inebriate, published in 1842. At twenty thousand copies, it sold a lot better than Leaves of Grass would. But he liked being around a jolly crowd, and he very much liked the respect and honors afforded him by Clapp and the Saturday Press. He and Clapp were kindred spirits, both lapsed temperance men with Quaker backgrounds and both older than most of the Pfaff’s crowd. In its short existence, Clapp’s weekly printed nearly fifty items about Whitman. Clapp helped broker the 1860 publication of the third edition of Leaves—vastly expanded to more than four hundred and fifty pages—with Whitman’s first commercial publisher, Thayer and Eldridge in Boston. Whitman in turn brokered paid ads by the publisher in the Press. Not surprisingly, when the book was printed, the Press was an enthusiastic if lonely voice of huzzahs and kudos. “We announce a great Philosopher—perhaps a great Poet—in every way an original man,” the review in the Press cheered. Scholars have debated whether it was Clapp or Whitman himself who wrote it. Clapp and Whitman were both believers that there’s no such thing as bad publicity, and the Press reprinted some extremely harsh reviews of the new Leaves, including one that pleaded with the poet to commit suicide: “If Walt has left within him any charity, will he not now rid the disgusted world of himself?” Other reviews dismissed his work as “obnubilate, incoherent, overwritten flub-drub” and likened him to a gorilla.

Vanity Fair, begun in 1859 by three Pfaff’s regulars, the brothers William Allen Stephens, Henry Louis Stephens, and Louis Henry Stephens, promoted the 1860 Leaves and its author in its own way—by poking gentle fun at them. Not the direct ancestor of today’s glossy magazine, Vanity Fair was a humor and satire weekly modeled on London’s Punch. All the Pfaffians wrote for it, though the blind items and pseudonyms make it hard to say who wrote what. Along with making sport of revered public figures such as Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, Abraham Lincoln, and the Reverend Henry Ward Beecher, Vanity Fair ran more than twenty humorous references to Whitman before it folded in 1863, presciently treating the little-known poet—the magazine’s friend—as though he were as large a figure as those others, and as deserving of some satirical jabs.

The most famous Vanity Fair jape at Whitman’s expense was a twenty-five-line parody of “Song of Myself,” published in the paper two months before the 1860 Leaves appeared, and thus serving as left-handed advance publicity. It was titled “Counter-Jumps” and subtitled “A Poemattina.—After Walt Whitman.” The Pfaff’s house jester Fitz-James O’Brien is a good candidate for its authorship. Besides being a brilliant parody of Whitman’s style, it makes winking mockery of his homosexuality, which was well known to his comrades at the saloon. It was his other reason for frequenting Pfaff’s: it was a hangout for “tall, strapping, comely young men” who were not averse to what he called “manly love,” “adhesiveness,” and “comradeship.” In the 1840s and ’50s—his twenties and thirties—Whitman cruised (he used the word) the streets of Manhattan and the Brooklyn waterfront to meet young workingmen, or “trade,” with a special fondness for stage drivers, omnibus drivers, and ferryboat crews, once referring, in what must have been an unintended pun, to “all my ferry friends.” His notebooks from these years are filled with entries like “Peter—large, strong-boned young fellow, driver . . . I liked his refreshing wickedness, as it would be called by the orthodox,” and “David Wilson—night of Oct. 11 ’62, walking up from Middagh [a street in Brooklyn Heights]—slept with me.” At Pfaff’s he met a group of young men who called themselves the Fred Gray Association for one of their members. He wrote of the Fred Gray group’s “animation, hilarity and ‘sparkle,’ ” and of joining them on their rounds of the “lager beer saloons” on the Bowery. It’s believed that it was at Pfaff’s that Whitman met Fred Vaughan, an Irish-Canadian stage driver who may have been the inspiration for a large new section of poems in the 1860 edition of Leaves known as the “Calamus” poems. Calamus is a figure in Greek mythology whose grief transforms him into a reed after his young lover Karpos dies; it’s also the name of a plant with a distinctly phallic shape. The Calamus poems contain passages such as the following:

Here to put your lips upon mine I permit you,

With the comrade’s long-dwelling kiss, or the new husband’s kiss,

For I am the new husband, and I am the comrade.

Or if you will, thrusting me beneath your clothing,

Where I may feel the throbs of your heart or rest upon your hip,

Carry me when you go forth over land or sea;

For thus merely touching you is enough, is best,

And thus touching you would I silently sleep and be carried eternally.

To Whitman’s despair, Vaughan married and fathered four children. In cities like New York with huge populations of single working-class men constituting a “bachelor subculture,” it wasn’t uncommon for a young man to take his sex and romance any way he could find it and later settle down in a traditional marriage.

The Calamus poems were as close as Whitman came to outing himself. But his friends at Vanity Fair had beaten him to the punch. “Counter-Jumpers” was their joking term for “the well-dressed male clerks who worked in the fashionable stores catering to women,” and “one way of speaking about the emergence of an urban homosexual culture.” An accompanying illustration depicted the bearded poet looming over a smaller male. Associating Whitman with counter-jumpers was a clever way to tweak him on two counts, both for being gay and for being so unbohemian in his lust for commercial success. It begins:

I am the Counter-Jumper, weak and effeminate.

I love to loaf and lie about dry-goods.

I loaf and invite the Buyer.

I am the essence of retail. The sum and result of small profits and quick returns.

It ends:

For I am the creature of weak depravities;

I am the Counter-jumper;

I sound my feeble yelp over the woofs of the World.

Whitman’s sexuality was known not only to his friends but to at least one of his enemies. Five years before the Calamus poems, one of the reviewers of the 1855 Leaves attacked him openly for it. After expressing his “disgust and detestation” of the poetry in Leaves, the critic Rufus Wilmot Griswold, who had previously written a rather nasty obituary for Poe, dropped straight to his main point, resorting to Latin to expose the “vileness” of the poet: “Peccatum illud horrible, inter Christianos non nominamdum.” That is, “the horrible sin not to be named among Christians,” later in the century known as the love that dare not speak its name.

 

IN 1861 THE ONSET OF THE CIVIL WAR BEGAN TO BREAK UP THE Pfaff’s crowd. Some of them joined the army, while Whitman dallied at Pfaff’s for a while, then went to Washington to volunteer as an army nurse. In the decades after the Civil War he finally achieved some of the respect he’d hoped for, developing a following as America’s “good gray poet,” acquiring fans including Oscar Wilde and Bram Stoker. To protect his reputation he dissembled and denied his homosexuality until his death in 1892, once angrily claiming to have sired six children.

Ada Clare traveled and continued to pursue both her writing and her acting careers. In 1866 her novel Only a Woman’s Heart, based on her affair with Gottschalk, was published to harsh reviews, some from writers she’d previously panned. In February 1874, a small item in the Times reported that Clare “was some days ago nursing a pet dog which was ill, and while holding the animal in her lap the treacherous little beast, for some trivial cause or other, sprang at her, and, catching her nose between its teeth, wrenched and tore the unfortunate woman’s face so severely that her countenance will undoubtedly be sadly disfigured for life.”

It was worse than that: the dog was rabid. The following month she collapsed on a stage in Rochester, was carried off delirious, and died. In a letter to a friend, Whitman wrote that he was “inexpressibly shocked by the horrible and sudden close of her gay, easy, sunny, free, loose, but not ungood life.”

Pfaff and Clapp tried to resuscitate the scene when the war ended in 1865, but its moment had passed. “The old Bohemian clique is smashed, and Pfaff’s has become a respectable and well-conducted lager beer saloon,” an observer wrote. Clapp declined into drunken decay and died in 1875.

Pfaff closed the saloon and went into retirement for a while, then opened a new one farther uptown, on Twenty-fourth Street near Broadway. In the mid-1870s Whitman visited with him there, then wrote that the two old survivors sat and reminisced.

Ah, the friends and names and frequenters, those times, that place. Most are dead . . . And there Pfaff and I, sitting opposite each other at the little table, gave remembrance to them in a style they would have themselves fully confirm’d, namely, big, brimming, fill’d-up champagne-glasses, drain’d in abstracted silence, very leisurely, to the last drop.

Pfaff closed the new place in 1887 and died a few years later.


4
 The Restless Nineties

SO, TO QUAINT OLD GREENWICH VILLAGE THE ART PEOPLE SOON CAME PROWLING, HUNTING FOR NORTH WINDOWS AND EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY GABLES AND DUTCH ATTICS AND LOW RENTS.

—O. Henry

THE UNION VICTORY IN THE CIVIL WAR ENDED THE ARMED conflict that had almost destroyed the nation, but war had left many rifts and fissures: between North and South, East and West, between the unimaginably wealthy and the unspeakably poor, between native-born and immigrant, rural and rapidly growing urban. In the following decades America surged into a period of dynamic growth and expansion. It completed its march across the continent, adding new states at a heady clip. Its victory in the Spanish-American War in 1898 gave it Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the Philippines—the start of a global empire. It urbanized and industrialized with breathtaking speed. Cities grew in prodigious leaps, fed by millions of immigrants from abroad, as well as by a large-scale domestic migration in from the farms and plantations. They flocked to work in the new steel mills, textile mills, and factories, in shipping and logging and railroading, in offices and shops. The rise of industry and the birth of giant corporations made a tiny elite—railroad men, steel barons, the Morgans, Rockefellers, Carnegies—stupendously wealthy, while reducing most everyone else to either droning wage slavery or hideous poverty. Middle- and working-class Americans learned how to punch the clock, pass the exam, and meet the quota, while the new mass marketing and merchandising encouraged them to devolve from active customers into passive consumers. As early as 1873 Mark Twain (an off and on Village resident) dubbed the era the Gilded Age—gilded as in shiny on the surface, darker underneath. He also called it “the great barbecue.” At the other end of the era, the economist Thorstein Veblen, who would help found the Village’s New School for Social Research, coined the term “conspicuous consumption.” A vast social chasm opened between the very wealthy and the hideously poor. The average American family lived on less than four hundred dollars a year, while the richest capitalists and industrialists bought their dogs diamond-encrusted collars. In New York City, the rich competed with one another in building palaces on Fifth Avenue, while in the Lower East Side the poor were crowded beyond overcapacity into disease- and crime-ridden ghetto tenements.

Cities became sinkholes of corruption as political machines exploited the voting power of the new urban masses. In New York, that machine was Tammany Hall. Opposition to all the bald-faced corruption and exploitation that characterized the Gilded Age ran from reformist to revolutionary. It was the birth time of Marxism, socialism, and anarchism in America, which would be pursued as viable alternatives to corporate capitalism by many American workers and intellectuals well into the twentieth century.

For much of the white Protestant middle class, meanwhile, this was the Victorian era of prosperity, a time of stiff collars and tight corsets and stuffy parlors where they obsessed over minutiae of etiquette and propriety while repressing and sublimating most desires. Some rebelled. Young, college-educated reformers went into big cities’ poorer neighborhoods, including Greenwich Village, to document, as Jacob Riis put it, “how the other half lives,” and to found settlement houses, offering various social services. The Progressive movement and a new species of journalist, the muckraker (an antiquated term revived by President Theodore Roosevelt, who was irked by what he felt was scandal-seeking journalists’ meddling in government affairs), sought to expose the corruption in government and dismantle the big-city machines. Progressives pushed for the federal government to take a much more active role in curbing the seemingly limitless powers of the corporations and banks. Opponents mocked this Good Government movement as “goo-goo.”

Another largely middle-class reform movement, feminism and women’s liberation, grew as a force of change in this period. It comprised a range of issues, including prohibition and women’s suffrage, which would culminate in the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Amendments to the Constitution in 1919 and 1920. Feminism would play a huge role in energizing the busy Greenwich Village scene of the mid-1910s.

The great barbecue came to an end with the Panic of 1893, a cascade of bank failures and Wall Street crash followed by a severe depression. Widespread unemployment and homelessness, as well as wage freezes for those who kept their jobs, sparked renewed labor unrest. Anarchism and socialism gained strength among workers despite all attempts to suppress them. Growing discontent and dissatisfaction characterized large sections of the working and middle classes in what is misremembered as the Gay Nineties. The Restless Nineties would be more apt. Into this milieu George du Maurier, a writer and illustrator for London’s Punch, launched his 1894 novel Trilby, essentially an update of Murger’s Scènes de la vie de Bohème, which was wildly successful in America as middle-class readers young and old, crammed into their high collars and tight corsets, bored with their office jobs and conventional marriages, responded to the call of the wild bohemian.

Curiosity seekers and wannabes looking for bohemia in Manhattan got no end of advice from the guidebooks and magazines of the period. Any restaurant or tavern ever patronized by a writer or an artist, anywhere on the island, might be identified as a bohemian hot spot, especially if the cuisine and ambience were French, German, Italian, or otherwise exotic. Not all of the advice was bogus. There were enclaves of artists, writers, actors, and assorted bohemian types on the multiculturally bustling Lower East Side and up around the Art Students League near Columbus Circle.

Greenwich Village was the largest and most established of the city’s bohemian zones. Although Pfaff’s time as the first hot spot of New York bohemia was brief, it helped plant a seed that sprouted in the neighborhood in the years after the Civil War. South of Washington Square, once fashionable streets slid downmarket, with fine homes subdivided into rooming houses and bawdy houses. The cheap rents drew writers, painters, theater folk, and other potential bohemians. Before the Civil War the fine homes on Bleecker Street had rivaled those on the north side of Washington Square for elegance. They included Depau Row, a set of six handsome, upper-middle-class row houses on the south side of the street between Sullivan and Thompson, featuring airy front parlors that, with the connecting doors open, formed a block-long ballroom. As the city marched uptown the wealthy home owners left the street and it went into decline. An 1872 guidebook describes it as “a passably good-looking street going to decay . . . It was once the abode of wealth and fashion, as its fine old time mansions testify . . . Now a profusion of signs announce that hospitality is to be had at a stated price, and the old mansions are put to the viler uses of third-rate boarding houses and restaurants.”

The author goes on to say that “In many respects Bleecker Street is more characteristic of Paris than of New York. It reminds one strongly of the Latin Quarter, and one instinctively turns to look for the Closerie des Lilas. It is the headquarters of Bohemianism.” He portrays the denizens of a single house on the street.

That long-haired, queerly dressed young man, with a parcel under his arm, who passed you just then, is an artist, and his home is in the attic of that tall house from which you saw him pass out. It is a cheerless place, indeed, and hardly the home for a devotee of the Muse; but . . . so long as he has the necessaries of life and a lot of jolly good fellows to smoke and drink and chat with him in that lofty dwelling place of his, he is content to take life as he finds it.

If you look up to the second floor, you may see a pretty, but not over fresh looking young woman, gazing down into the street . . . Her dress is a little flashy, and the traces of rouge are rather too strong on her face, but it is not a bad face. You may see her to-night at the      Theatre, where she is the favorite. Not much of an actress, really, but very clever at winning over the dramatic critics of the great dailies who are but men, and not proof against feminine arts . . .

In the same house is a fine-looking woman, not young, but not old. Her “husband” has taken lodgings here for her, but he comes to see her only at intervals, and he is not counted in the landlady’s bill . . . Bleecker street never asks madame for her marriage certificate.

As the wealthy moved up and out of the area, bohemians commandeered the carriage houses behind their homes as living and working spaces. The rows of little carriage houses on MacDougal Alley and Washington Mews came to represent the height of boho charm. It was in just such a carriage house that, early in the twentieth century, Gertrude Vanderbilt Whitney would bring together the worlds of great wealth and artistic endeavor. Gertrude was born into extraordinary affluence and prestige, great-granddaughter of Commodore Cornelius Vanderbilt. At twenty-one she entered into a dynastic union with the also unspeakably rich Harry Payne Whitney, descendant of Eli Whitney. Shortly after the marriage she began studying sculpture at the Art Students League and then in Paris, where Rodin was her teacher. In 1907 she and Harry started buying pieces of property in the Village. They began with a small studio on MacDougal Alley, where she held exhibitions by contemporary American artists. Next they bought 8 West Eighth Street behind it, knocking down the adjoining wall to make a larger space, the Whitney Studio. In the 1930s this evolved into the first location of the Whitney Museum.

 

BEFORE THE CIVIL WAR, FOURTEENTH STREET WAS THE FRONTIER of the built-up city. Above it, especially along Fifth and Second Avenues and around Union Square, was a kind of suburb for well-off New Yorkers in magnificent mansions and capacious brownstones featuring the latest in luxury conveniences: indoor plumbing, central heat, and gas light. After the war the rest of the city caught up and the wealthy fled still farther uptown. The area around Union Square and Fourteenth Street became a bustling zone of shopping, dining, and entertainments (licit and illicit) known as the Rialto. Theaters spread up Broadway; single-family brownstones became boardinghouses with street-level shops and mansions now housed private clubs; Tiffany, Brentano’s, and other large stores moved up to Union Square; and Fourteenth Street was lined with Huber’s Dime Museum, the popular German restaurant Luchow’s, Delmonico’s, F.A.O. Schwarz, the Hippodrome, Steinway Hall, the Academy of Music, Tammany Hall, and Tony Pastor’s variety theater. The area was also well known for its brothels and gambling dens, and it drew hordes of slummers to the northern edge of the Village in search of the seedy underbelly of life. Decent middle-class folk in the Village below Fourteenth Street constantly complained they could barely walk home from work with their morals intact. Over time, the hookers and whorehouses spread down the once elegant Fifth Avenue to meet up with the hookers and whorehouses down around Washington Square Park, making the whole area feel like one giant red-light district, contributing to the Village’s tawdry reputation at the turn of the century and forcing proper folks out.

Actors and all variety of entertainers hung out in Union Square and on Fourteenth Street, along with gamblers, bookies, “sporting youth,” and moneyed, slumming libertines, who made the Rialto not only a happy hunting ground for female prostitutes but “a favorite promenade of fairies,” according to one of them, the pseudonymous Ralph Werther. Werther’s Autobiography of an Androgyne was published by something called the Medico-Legal Journal in 1918, in an edition of one thousand copies available by mail order only to physicians, psychologists, sociologists, and others with a professional interest in the lives and habits of homosexuals. It earned no reviews or public interest. Werther, who also went by Earl Lind, Jennie June, and Pussie, laments, “I have been doomed to be a girl who must pass her earthly existence in a male body.” Born around 1873 to a well-off, well-educated family in a town an hour’s train ride from New York City, he says he dressed as a boy but in all other ways was a girl, and a nymphomaniac as well, with an intense and ceaseless craving to perform oral sex for boys. The other boys sometimes beat and humiliated him, setting a pathetic pattern for his life.

Coming to New York City to attend an unnamed university, he assumed a secret double life. By day he was an obedient, diligent student. At night he slipped off to join the ranks of promenading “fairies,” as effeminate homosexuals had been known for some time. He calculates that in a twelve-year period he engaged in “approximately sixteen hundred intimacies with about eight hundred different companions.” He insisted on being referred to as a female—not a woman, however, but a “baby-girl.” Since wearing female apparel in public was illegal, he wore men’s attire “in a distinctive manner, so as to be more readily recognized by my prey. Therefore unusually large neck bows and white gloves . . . The excessive wearing of gloves and the wearing of a red neck-tie are almost universal with high-class fairies.” Because he, like Whitman before him, “much preferred the rough to the gentleman, and the profane boozing libertine to the morally upright,” he started out slumming in the working-class immigrant areas of Hell’s Kitchen, the Bowery, and Little Italy. He met other transvestites who’d grown up in the slums, who used names that sound oddly like Warhol superstars: Grace Darling, Jersey Lily, Annie Laurie. Poor young males in those neighborhoods had very little access to female companionship except on the rare occasion when they could afford a prostitute, so they sometimes resorted to these impersonators. Like Whitman, too, Werther enjoyed the company of young express-company wagon drivers. He’d meet them at a pool parlor at Thompson and Canal Streets and walk with them over to the Hudson riverfront, where they’d climb into the back of a covered wagon parked for the night. (As we’ll see, using trucks parked along the river for sexual encounters continued through the 1970s.) It was a very dangerous game. Werther was robbed and beaten countless times and more than once gang-raped. He sought the help of physicians, who prescribed useless drugs to “cure” him. Finally at the age of twenty-seven he had himself castrated, and his “craze for fellatio” gradually decreased. He was forty-five when his autobiography was published, a moderately successful businessman, and he said then that his sex life had dwindled to virtual inactivity.

Werther doesn’t mention them but a few establishments in Greenwich Village were well known in the 1890s as spots where fairies plied their trade. The Slide, possibly the first drag bar in the city, was called “the wickedest place in New York” by the conservative New York Press in 1890. It was at 157 Bleecker Street between Sullivan and Thompson Streets, the site of the music club Kenny’s Castaways. At the Slide, male prostitutes with names like Princess Toto and Phoebe Pinafore—“effeminate, degraded and addicted to vices which are inhuman and unnatural,” according to the Press—sashayed around the bar and took their tricks down to the basement to service them. The authorities raided and shut down the Slide in 1892 due to “the unspeakable nature of the orgies practiced there,” but the owners of the subsequent bars in the building preserved much of the interior. The novelist Edmund White, who later set part of his historical novel Hotel de Dream at the Slide, moved to the Village in 1962. “I’d go there all the time in the evening,” he recalls. “It was always empty. It was this huge barn of place, and it had this staircase on the side going up to this very rickety balcony, which was condemned, but that’s where the gay prostitutes would sit, up there. The owner once let me go down in the basement and see the little rooms that prostitutes used.”

Nearby on West Third Street was the Golden Rule Pleasure Club. Charles Henry Parkhurst, the Presbyterian minister who in the 1890s was president of the reformist New York Society for the Prevention of Crime, visited the club on one of his fact-finding expeditions into the lower depths of depravity. Charles Gardner, the private detective who served as Parkhurst’s Virgil, recorded the evening in his 1894 book The Doctor and the Devil.

We entered the resort through the basement door, and as we did a “buzzer,” or automatic alarm, gave the proprietors of the house information that we were in the place. The proprietress, a woman known as “Scotch Ann,” greeted us . . .

The basement was fitted up into little rooms, by means of cheap partitions, which ran to the top of the ceiling from the floor. Each room contained a table and a couple of chairs, for the use of customers of the vile den. In each room sat a youth, whose face was painted, eye-brows blackened, and whose airs were those of a young girl. Each person talked in a high falsetto voice, and called the others by women’s names.

Reverend Parkhurst fled in horror. Other Village hangouts for “male degenerates” in the 1890s included the Black Rabbit on Bleecker Street and the Artistic Club on West Thirteenth Street.

And then there was Murray Hall, who died in an apartment on Sixth Avenue just up from the Jefferson Market Courthouse in 1901. Hall was not a sex worker but he did have a sexual secret. For a quarter of a century he’d been a widely known and liked figure in and around the Village. He got out the vote for Tammany Hall on many election days. He ran an employment agency and a bail bond business and, according to a New York Times report on his death, “had a reputation as a ‘man about town,’ a bon vivant, and all-around ‘good fellow.’ ” He could often be found playing poker and smoking cigars with his pals or drinking at the saloons. On one night of pub crawling around the Village he got out of hand and fought with a policeman. He spent a couple of hours in the MacDougal Street station before his politician pals sprung him. When he first showed up on the West Side he had a wife, who left him, complaining that he was always flirting with his female clients. He took a second wife, with whom he also fought about his roving eye. They had an adopted daughter, Minnie.

The kicker was, as the Times headline declared, “Murray Hall Fooled Many Shrewd Men.” He was in fact a woman, as Dr. William C. Gallagher of West Twelfth Street revealed when Hall died. She’d been suffering from breast cancer for several years but didn’t seek medical help for fear of outing herself. Dr. Gallagher first examined her about a year before she died. He and both of Hall’s “wives” had kept her secret while she lived; even Minnie, who was twenty-five, was shocked to hear her father was female. “If he’s a woman he’s the wonder of all the ages, sure’s you live,” one of the Tammany b’hoys said on hearing about it, “for no man could ever suspect it from his habits and actions.” Her real name, according to later reports, was Mary Anderson.

 

THE STUDENTS AND INTELLECTUALS ATTRACTED TO THE NEIGHBORHOOD by NYU—and, from 1860 on, by the new Cooper Union at Astor Place—continued to add to the Left Bank ambience. So did the French cafés, bistros, and brothels that surrounded the university, such that the area became known as Frenchtown and the Latin Quarter. In the last few decades of the nineteenth century, anyone looking for a taste of bohemia in New York made the pilgrimage to this area, to the Cafe de Paris, Au Chat Noir, the Taverne Alsacienne. West of the park, as Little Africa morphed into Little Italy, some restaurants there also promoted themselves, apparently with similar exaggeration, as prime spots for bohemian sightings.

Tourists would have had better luck up around Sixth Avenue north of Washington Square. Hunkered in the shadows and falling cinders of the Sixth Avenue Elevated from the late 1870s on, Sixth Avenue was one of the Village’s more downmarket thoroughfares, lined with dive bars and rough saloons, slophouses and storefronts—all of which the area’s artists and bohemians found a romantic attraction. The Tenth Street Studio, a brick barn of a building squatting in the middle of the block near Sixth Avenue, opened in 1858. Not a particularly attractive building, nevertheless it was a significant one. The first structure in America built specifically to house artists’ studios, it was a major catalyst for the Village’s growing reputation as an artists’ neighborhood. It was built by a wealthy Village banker and fan of the arts, and designed by Richard Morris Hunt, who also designed the Metropolitan Museum. Twenty-five studios surrounded a large central exhibition hall with gas lighting, sliding doors, and a glass skylight for a ceiling. Some artists lived and worked in their studios, some lived elsewhere. The building wasn’t a philanthropic support-your-local-artists gesture. It was a business venture. Artists rented their spaces, taught students, showed and hoped to sell their paintings and sculptures there, and visitors paid twenty-five cents to see exhibitions in the large space. A few of the premiere and highest-paid artists in New York had studios in the area in its early years, including Frederic Church, Sanford Gifford, and John LaFarge (who painted the large altarpiece in the Church of the Ascension at the Fifth Avenue end of the block). Winslow Homer had a studio there in the 1870s. William Merritt Chase, one of the first American Impressionists, also had a studio there. In 1896 he founded the Chase School, where Edward Hopper studied, which later became the Parsons School of Design, now a division of the New School. Alexander Calder’s sculptor father had a studio in Tenth Street for a brief time in the 1910s. One of its best-known twentieth-century tenants was also one of its most surprising. Kahlil Gibran, the Lebanese-born artist and mystically inclined writer, moved in around 1911 and most likely wrote The Prophet in his Village apartment. That slim volume of inspirational prose sold a little more than a thousand copies when Knopf first published it in 1923, but its repute grew year by year, and it’s now said to have sold over one hundred million copies in forty-some languages, one of the bestselling books in history.

Tourists in the know might have spotted Village artists going in and out of a wicker gate at 58 1/2 West Tenth Street across the street from the Studio and down a short path to a small house in a courtyard. This was home to the Tile Club. Members ate, drank, gabbed, sketched, and painted here in an atmosphere of informal yet exclusive conviviality. Tile Club members included Homer, Chase, and Stanford White, the architect who designed both the Washington Square Arch at the north side of the park and the Judson Memorial Church complex at the south side. He also designed the second Madison Square Garden at Twenty-sixth Street and Madison Avenue, on the rooftop of which he was shot dead by a jealous husband in 1906. (The New York Life Building has stood on the site since 1928.)

Nearby at what’s now the southeast corner of Sixth Avenue and West Eleventh Street stood a venerable tavern called the Grapevine.
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