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			To Rex and Donna Martin, my parents, who have always managed to embrace the best of Bohemia
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			“Bohemia” comes but once in one’s life.

			Let’s treasure even its memory.

			—WALT WHITMAN

		

	
		
			Contents

			Photo Credits

			Introduction: A Visit to Pfaff’s

			1: Bohemia Crosses the Atlantic

			2: A Long Table in a Vaulted Room

			3: Whitman at a Crossroads

			4: Hashish and Shakespeare

			5: Bold Women and Whitman’s Beautiful Boys

			6: The Saturday Press

			7: Leaves, Third Edition

			8: Year of Meteors

			9: Becoming Artemus Ward

			10: “The Heather Is on Fire”

			11: Whitman to the Front

			12: Bohemia Goes West

			13: The Soldiers’ Missionary

			14: Twain They Shall Meet

			15: “O heart! heart! heart!”

			16: A Brief Revival

			17: All Fall Down

			18: “Those Times, That Place”

			Photographs

			Acknowledgments

			Notes

			Further Exploration

			Index

			About the Author

		

	
		
			
Photo Credits


			Photographs

			Broadway in the 1860s (Courtesy of New-York Historical Society)

			Henry Clapp Jr. (Courtesy of special collections, Fine Arts Library, Harvard University)

			Ada Clare (Courtesy of the Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley)

			Whitman, 1854 (Courtesy of the Library of Congress)

			Whitman frontispiece from Leaves of Grass 1860 edition (Courtesy of New York Public Library)

			Leaves of Grass title page (Courtesy of New York Public Library)

			Whitman at Pfaff’s (Courtesy of Harper’s Magazine)

			Menken reclining (Courtesy of collection of Houghton Library, Harvard University)

			Menken in Mazeppa (Courtesy of Victoria and Albert Museum)

			Fitz Hugh Ludlow (Courtesy of special collections, Schaffer Library, Union College)

			Artemus Ward (Courtesy of special collections, Fine Arts Library, Harvard University)

			Abraham Lincoln (Courtesy of the Library of Congress)

			Mark Twain (Courtesy of the Library of Congress)

			Harper’s meteor cover (Courtesy of Texas State University)

			Armory Square Hospital (Courtesy of the Library of Congress)

			Whitman and Doyle (Courtesy of the Library of Congress)

			Edwin Booth (Courtesy of the Library of Congress)

			Booth brothers (Courtesy of Brown University archives)

			Julius Caesar playbill (Courtesy of New York Public Library for the Performing Arts/Billy Rose Theatre Division)

			Whitman as good gray poet (Courtesy of the Library of Congress)

			All other photos are in the public domain.

		

	
		
			
Introduction: A Visit to Pfaff’s


			TAKE A WALK ALONG Broadway in Manhattan. As you make your way—amid the rushing taxis, pedestrians lost in their smartphones, and other scenes of modern bustle—you might just catch some hints of the distant past. Pause for a moment at 647 Broadway, a few doors north of Bleecker Street. A women’s shoe store is here, assorted boots, sandals, and stiletto heels displayed in the window. It appears to be just another shop along Broadway. But once upon a time, this was the location of the famous Pfaff’s saloon.

			To be precise, Pfaff’s (pronounced fafs) was beneath where the shoe store is now. It was an underground saloon in every sense of the word. There’s still a hatchway in the Broadway sidewalk, just as there was in the nineteenth century. It provides entry into the store’s basement, a long, narrow space, lit by electric bulbs and piled high with boxes of shoes. During the 1850s, it was dim, gaslit, and packed with artists. Pfaff’s saloon was the site of an incredibly important cultural movement, the meeting place of America’s first Bohemians.

			Their leader, Henry Clapp Jr., was editor of the hugely influential Saturday Press. Clapp deserves credit as the person who brought Bohemianism to America, both the word and the way of life. He was joined by a struggling experimental poet, well into middle age, yet still living at home in Brooklyn with his mother, Walt Whitman.

			Around these two figures, a circle formed that included journalists, playwrights, sculptors, and painters. Among the mainstays were Artemus Ward, America’s first stand-up comedian, and the elegant writer Ada Clare (libertine Pfaff’s was the rare saloon that welcomed women in those days). There was also Fitz Hugh Ludlow, psychedelic pioneer and author of The Hasheesh Eater; Fitz-James O’Brien, a talented but dissolute writer; and actress Adah Isaacs Menken, wildly successful, unabashedly notorious, and one of the great sex symbols of the nineteenth century. By turns calculating and vulnerable, she was like a sepia-tone Marilyn Monroe.

			On the eve of the Civil War, this motley group made the Broadway saloon its headquarters. The Pfaff’s Bohemians, as they were known, met here every night to drink, joke, argue, and drink some more. Along the way, they also managed to create startling and original works. Although much of their output is long forgotten, its animating spirit lives on, continuing to have resonance today. The Pfaff’s Bohemians were part of the transition from art as a genteel profession to art as a soul-deep calling, centered on risk taking, honesty, and provocation. Everyone from Lady Gaga to George Carlin to Dave Eggers owes a debt to these originals. They were also the forerunners of such alternative artist groups as the Beats, Andy Warhol’s Factory, and the abstract expressionist painters who hung out during the 1950s at New York’s Cedar Tavern.

			If you’ve never heard of Pfaff’s saloon, or its coterie of Bohemian artists, that’s not surprising. More than 150 years have elapsed since this scene’s heyday, and time moves in mysterious—sometimes heedless—ways. History is not a meritocracy. To reconstruct the lives of Clapp, Ludlow, Menken, and the members of the circle, I did a vast amount of original research, consulting correspondence, contemporaneous newspaper accounts, and old books. Many of these materials were yellowed and musty, yet what began to strike me most was the aliveness of my subjects. It shone through. The more I pursued this cast of long-lost artists, in libraries and archives, the more their time seemed to resonate with our own. I felt an obligation to revive them by telling their stories.

			Of course, Whitman has not been forgotten. But the importance of his participation in a circle of Bohemian artists has. Despite the sheer volume of Whitman scholarship, conducted over more than a century’s time, this has remained one of the least understood periods of the poet’s life. Pick up any book on Whitman, and invariably only a few pages are devoted to Pfaff’s and its circle, often less. This was no casual association. Between roughly 1858 and 1862, Whitman was at the saloon virtually every night.

			Time spent among the Bohemians was crucial to the evolution of his masterpiece, Leaves of Grass. In 1860 he published a vastly expanded edition of the work, featuring more than one hundred new poems, many drawn from the experience of being part of this artists’ circle. The new edition even included an entire section devoted to romance between men. Pfaff’s—permissive place that it was—gave Whitman the opportunity to explore his sexuality in both art and life.

			Whitman’s barfly years were a vital stretch for him, filled with triumph and torment and intense creativity. It was that critical time ­before—before fame, before myth, before he had been forever fixed as the Good Gray Poet. By focusing on this period, my goal is to provide fresh context for Whitman’s life and career. Whitman himself recognized its importance. As an old man, he told Thomas Donaldson, one of his first biographers, “Pfaff’s ‘Bohemia’ was never reported, and more the sorrow.”

			The outbreak of the Civil War scattered the Bohemians. Pfaff’s saloon opened up, loosing its colorful denizens into the world. Famously, Whitman went to Washington, DC, where he tended to wounded soldiers. Others saw battlefield action or traveled across the troubled nation performing theatrical pieces. A couple of the Bohemians even headed out to raucous silver-rush Nevada, where they met up with a promising young writer who only months earlier had adopted the pen name Mark Twain.

			Thus, it seems natural to carry on with this tale through the years of the Civil War, to follow the main figures as they fan out across the land, yet keep crossing paths, sometimes in dramatic new settings. In fact, the story continues right on through the assassination of Lincoln in 1865. For the Pfaff’s set, this was more than simply a tragic news event. The group had unexpected, even shocking, connections to that fateful evening at Ford’s Theatre.

			And then everything came crashing down. It’s almost as if the darkness surrounding Lincoln’s death couldn’t be contained, spread out, and infected the Pfaff’s set as well. These artists were intimately bound up with their times. Just like that, their times were at an end. Nearly everyone in the circle died young, often under grim circumstances. America’s first Bohemians burned brightly, but briefly, then flamed out in spectacular fashion. Whitman was among the few to live on, past that tempestuous era.

			By the late 1860s, the group was fast receding into history. But memories of them remained vivid. For many years, it was a given that the famous Bohemian scene would be properly memorialized. “Pfaff’s, as it was, has passed away; but the history of it would make one of the most unique and startling books in American literature,” states an article in the Cincinnati Commercial from March 14, 1874. But the years kept slipping past, then decades . . . then entire centuries. One can easily walk along Broadway and go right past the shoe store, with no idea that Walt Whitman and a group of artists used to meet below in that basement saloon.

			But it’s not as if the passage of time somehow erased the very existence of the Pfaff’s Bohemians. They’ve been here all along. They’re like restless ghosts—elusive, flickering, unsettled. And this is their tale, at last.

		

	
		
			
1: Bohemia Crosses the Atlantic


			THE STORY BEGINS on November 11, 1814, with the birth of Henry Clapp Jr., on Nantucket Island, off the Massachusetts coast. He would come to be known as the King of Bohemia, but his childhood was spent in a devout family during a highly conservative era.

			The Nantucket of Clapp’s youth had two beacons: whaling and faith. Though only a small island—a mere forty-eight square miles—it was then a maritime power unto itself, the whaling capital of the world. Its fleet of roughly seventy ships stalked the Atlantic, even rounded Cape Horn and fanned out across the Pacific, relentlessly pursuing their quarry. Local lore held that the first word a baby learned would likely relate to whales. The islanders possessed a vast whaling terminology. For example, townor referred to a particular whale spotted for the second time.

			Nantucket was also a stronghold of Congregationalism, one of the primary religious denominations of the region’s original Puritan settlers. H. L. Mencken famously described the Puritans as “desperately afraid that somebody, somewhere might be having a good time.” Both of Clapp’s parents came from long, distinguished lines. His father could date his New England ancestry to 1630, when his forebears arrived aboard the Mary and John, only ten years after the Mayflower. Clapp’s mother could trace her lineage six generations straight back to Tristram and Dionis Coffin, the original white settlers of Nantucket. Clapp, as one of eight children who lived to maturity, was part of a household that was crowded, strict, and God-fearing. Clapp would remember this upbringing as the “Spare-the-Rod-spoil-the-Child Academy of my boyhood.”

			Growing up, Clapp attended the Admiral Sir Isaac Coffin Lancas­terian School, a unique institution. The school featured America’s very first training ship, used to give the older students hands-on experience, preparing them for a life at sea. In 1830 fifteen-year-old Clapp took two voyages on this training ship, the Clio, first to the coast of Quebec, then all the way to Rio. He hated the experience. Mostly, he spent the voyages seasick and in misery.

			Following graduation, Clapp moved to nearby Boston. He found work that, fittingly, was on dry land yet also tied to the economy of his native Nantucket. He sold whale oil wholesale. But this didn’t strike him exactly as a promising career. When a friend of Clapp’s landlady died, she asked him to draw up a death notice that could be submitted to the newspaper. For Clapp, the simple act of composing a few brief paragraphs suggested a new career direction. He decided he wanted to try journalism.

			During the next few years, he bounced from paper to paper, taking jobs with the Nantucket Inquirer and the New Bedford Intelligencer. After such a dour upbringing, working for newspapers awakened something in Clapp. He found the world of words to be refreshingly alive, even though, as a young reporter, he was mostly called upon to write short notices about public events or the weather. Sometimes he got to craft a nice turn of phrase, though. In reporting on a parade of Odd Fellows (a fraternal society akin to the Freemasons), he couldn’t help but comment on their preposterously colorful uniforms: “I venture the assertion, that the dolls in the royal nursery of Queen Victoria do not have more gaudy pinafores than this body of grown up men.” He described Nantucket as peaceful, punning that its citizens were involved in “pacific business, viz:—fitting whale-ships for the Pacific ocean.”

			Clapp worked his way up as a newspaperman, eventually becoming editor of the Lynn Pioneer. Where Nantucket was a whaling powerhouse, Lynn, Massachusetts, was an industrial center during the 1840s, the shoe-making capital of America. The Pioneer was owned and financed by a shoe-factory owner, who held radical political views. His paper regularly covered topics such as abolition, temperance, labor reform, and pacifism.

			For Clapp, opposing the status quo proved thrilling. He delighted in a newfound freedom to take on powerful people. He “liked to say startling things,” a newspaper colleague from these years would recall, “and did not always exhibit the best taste.”

			One time, Clapp took aim at a local judge named Aaron Lummus, accusing the man of doling out biased justice. According to Clapp’s account in the Pioneer, the judge gave preferential treatment in his court to rich people over poor people. For good measure, Clapp referred to Judge Lummus as a “lummox.” Clapp was convicted for libeling a justice of the peace and sentenced to sixty days in jail. He continued to edit the Pioneer from behind bars.

			Clapp was short and homely. By his early thirties, he was balding fast, leaving him with a fringe of reddish hair and a too prominent, jutting forehead. His shrill voice was once described as sounding “like snapping glass under your heel.” Yet he discovered that he had rare oratorical powers. The Pioneer had steeped him in the causes of the day. He began to travel around New England, building quite a reputation and becoming a much-sought-after lecturer.

			Involvement in radical causes further opened up the world to Clapp. At the same time, he discovered that many of his fellow reformers were as rigid and dogmatic as anyone he’d encountered growing up. Disagree with them by an inch, he found, and you invited the same wrath as if you were miles apart. There was a kind of absolutism at work here. It reminded him of his Congregationalist upbringing, in which something was either pure or wicked. Clapp even managed to run afoul of William Lloyd Garrison, the abolitionist firebrand. Clapp was all for ending slavery, yet he differed from Garrison over some fine points on how to achieve this aim. Garrison denounced Clapp just the same, calling him “a wily creature, with considerable talent, but not to be trusted or encouraged.”

			Clapp felt more at home in the temperance movement. Here, he managed to take up with a group called the Washingtonian Total Abstinence Society. This was a very new organization, founded in 1840. Even though General Washington was known to tipple, the movement took its name from him, as a show of respect. This says a lot about the Washingtonians. In this era, most temperance organizations pursued a two-pronged strategy: fight to ban alcohol so as to prevent future drinking, and let the current crop of drunkards rot. Justin Edwards, cofounder of the American Temperance Society, stated that one of his organization’s goals was to let alcoholics “die off and rid the world of an amazing evil.” By contrast, one of the tenets of the Washingtonians was “faith in man.” The group believed that drunkards could be redeemed and held out hope that it was at least possible for someone to stop drinking and return to society. Washingtonians can be rightly seen as a forerunner of Alcoholics Anonymous.

			The contours of Clapp’s character were starting to become evident. He was irreverent. He possessed a ready wit. And he was what today would be called a moral relativist, especially given his involvement with the love-the-drunkard-but-hate-the-drink Washingtonians.

			

			In August 1849, Clapp went to Paris to attend a three-day world peace congress. This was his first visit, and after the sessions were over, he decided to stay for a while, even though he spoke only a smattering of French. “I could say oui, but couldn’t give the native squeal even to that,” he’d later joke, and was forced at the outset to resort to “bad English—the American’s usual substitute for French.”

			Clapp chose a fortuitous time. Only one year earlier, France had experienced a revolution that started off with the best utopian intentions, but ultimately devolved into another ho-hum, bureaucracy-as-usual government. In the wake of this incomplete revolution, the boulevards of Paris still thrummed with idealism, slogans, and grand artistic schemes. The city’s cafés played host to a thriving scene, known as Bohemianism.

			The term Bohemian (Bohémien with two e’s in the original French) dates to roughly 1830. Its coinage is rooted in a misperception, namely, that the Romani people who were wandering into France during the nineteenth century were natives of Bohemia, then a central European kingdom and part of the Hapsburg Empire (today a region of the Czech Republic). It now appears that the Romani originated centuries ago in India and from there migrated through Asia and into Europe. But as a people, the Romani have always managed to sow puzzlement. In England a similar confusion about the Romani people’s origins gave rise to the term Gypsy, derived from the mistaken notion that they hailed from Egypt.

			The French notion of Bohemian contains still another layer of complication. From the outset, the word was bandied about loosely and with a kind of willful indiscriminateness. Well-to-do, establishment Parisians—especially those of a conservative political bent—applied it to the Romani, but also to anyone who looked eccentric: flamboyantly dressed artists, scruffy students, women of suspect moral standing. This attitude was rooted in a kind of xenophobia: France was under siege, from the forces of the decadent and odd, and it didn’t matter whether they came from a far-off, mystical Bohemia or from within the Republic itself.

			Parisian artists and other free-living types seized on Bohemian, appropriated it, made it their own. The word made it possible to contrast two opposing forces in society. You had your bourgeois—cautious, smug, and prosperous. And you had their opposite—Bohemians. In France, Bohemian quickly became tight-packed with cultural coding. Utter but that single word, and a vivid image unfolded.

			

			Clapp checked into the Hôtel Corneille in the Latin Quarter, smack in the heart of Parisian Bohemia. The Corneille had figured in a Balzac novel and had become the favored quarters for foreign travelers seeking an authentic down-and-out-in-Paris experience. In future years, the painter James Whistler would stay here, as would James Joyce. Clapp got a cheap room on the top floor; he had to walk up seven flights. The room’s furniture and other appointments were in such an advanced state of disrepair that, as Clapp put it, “Everything that had an arm, a leg, a knee, a foot, or a back to it, was more or less dislocated.” On the wall hung some caricatures of the hotel’s proprietress presenting a bill for the cost of a stay, executed in a crude hand by a previous occupant.

			Clapp made the acquaintance of some fellow guests at the Corneille, a group of Englishmen who were dabbling in assorted artistic pursuits. He accompanied several of them to a café, his very first brush with a ubiquitous institution that provided the very lifeblood of Bohemia. (Paris, circa 1849, had an estimated forty-five hundred cafés.) Clapp ordered coffee and also smoked some tobacco. Undoubtedly, Clapp had tried coffee before, and he appears to have had some firsthand familiarity with smoking as well. (Neither was forbidden in Congregationalist New England, so long as one practiced moderation.) Still, he was intrigued by his first taste of Parisian coffee, which he described as having “a consistency between a liquid and a paste. . . . It ran like molasses in the winter.” And he enjoyed his first puff of caporal, strong French tobacco, and was intrigued by the practice of smoking it in a little clay pipe.

			As a confirmed Washingtonian, however, Clapp stopped short of alcohol. According to his written reminiscence, upon being offered a drink, Clapp dutifully said, “Thank you, gentlemen, I don’t drink.”

			“Don’t drink!” was one Englishman’s response. “Nonsense, man! Surely you’ll take something.”

			But Clapp was resolute: “I’m a teetotaler.”

			“A tee-what?”

			“A teetotaler.” Clapp explained, and his companions were dumbstruck.

			“Come, now, that won’t do in this country. A teetotaler in Paris? . . . You don’t mean to drink Paris water, do you?”

			His companions may not have realized it, but for Clapp, simply spending time in a café represented a huge departure. Already, so early in his Paris sojourn, he’d strayed miles from the righteous path. Clapp’s New England demanded that every minute of every day be given over to industriousness and vigilance, reform and revival. Idle hands are the devil’s workshop. The mere act of sitting in a café with no purpose, no agenda, just sipping coffee, smoking a pipe, and whiling away the time, was decadence enough.

			On a subsequent evening, Clapp’s English companions took him to a café chantant, a different type of Paris café. (There were dozens of species of café: bistros and brasseries and cabarets; bastringues, boîtes, and mastroquets—the list goes on and on, each a subtle variation from the others.) A café chantant offers musical performances, burlesque, and dancing. Clapp’s group “secured a nice little nook of observation” and ordered coffees all around. He was intrigued to see that even though it was well into the evening, the café was full of unmarried women. It struck him that, by taking up with these Englishmen, he had fallen in with a truly “fast set.” His consorts, in turn, got a kick out of schooling Clapp about the various types of French women.

			One of Clapp’s party pointed out some nearby women, saying that they were étudiantes (translation: studentesses). He explained that the name derives “not because of their devotion to study, but because of their devotion to students.” The Latin Quarter takes its name from a university established there in the Middle Ages, where Latin was the required language. When Clapp visited, it remained a cheap section of Paris, still crawling with dirt-poor students—and studentesses. The Englishman continued: “But let me describe the studentesses: In the first place, she is what she looks to be—a fast woman. As you see, she dresses in the shabby-genteel style; hangs her bonnet over the chair and makes herself at home; burns brandy in her coffee.”

			From this point, Clapp’s new friends launched into a general discussion of other types of Parisian women, demonstrating in the process a grasp of one of those precise, and uniquely French, systems of nomenclature. There were grisettes, often young country girls who had come to Paris in search of factory work and romance. There were lorettes, a type of high-class courtesan. And there were the femmes publiques, licensed prostitutes and a type of woman that one of Clapp’s friends decreed “the lowest round on the ladder.”

			“Horrible!” exclaimed Clapp. “But what are the characteristics of the lorette?”

			“The lorette belongs to the Aristocracy of Easy Virtue,” continued one of the Brits. “She is the finest-dressed woman you meet on the Boulevards, and looks down upon the étudiante in her straw bonnet and cheap finery, and the grisette in her plain cap and sixpenny calico, with haughty disdain. She resides in the quarter which takes its name, like herself, from the church of Notre Dame de Lorette, where she usually worships.”

			Throughout the discussion, one of Clapp’s newfound companions remained silent, buried in his sketch pad, rendering a French woman at a nearby table. She was someone he had pursued and been rebuffed by, leaving him heartsick. Clapp and his group eventually departed the café chantant into the Paris night, where “the air rung with shouts of dissipation and mirth.”

			

			If Bohemia was thriving upon Clapp’s arrival in Paris, it would soon ratchet up to a whole other level. In late November 1849, only three months after Clapp checked into the Hôtel Corneille, Paris went wild, seeming to lose its collective mind, over a particular artistic creation. In the aftermath, a kind of Bohemian frenzy swept the city.

			The unlikely catalyst was Henry Murger. For years, this centime-less writer had lived in a squalid attic room, laboring away in utter anonymity. Occasionally, he had succeeded in placing a piece in a small literary magazine, but mostly he’d been churning out pabulum for hat-making trade journals, second-rate children’s magazines, even a novelty publication printed on water-resistant paper and aimed at bathhouse patrons.

			Murger was part of a circle of artists and eccentrics who hung out at the Café Momus. Among them were an aspiring musician named Alexandre Schanne, the Desbrosses brothers—one a sculptor, the other a painter—and Marc Trapadoux, a mysterious figure who always wore the same faded frock coat and somehow managed to get by without a discernible occupation. The group was so poor that they often sat for hours at the Café Momus, sharing a single cup of coffee.

			Murger’s health was terrible. He suffered from purpura, an affliction sometimes caused by extreme malnourishment and characterized by patches of reddish discoloration on the skin. His left eye continually watered, the result of a defective lacrimal gland. Yet somehow, this sickly scribe managed to take a series of lovers, most notably Lucile Louvet. Lucile was employed in a sweatshop, where she put in punishingly long hours making artificial flowers. Her hands were forever covered in colored splotches, stains from the dyes used in her work.

			Lucile died of tuberculosis in the paupers’ wing of Hôpital de Notre Dame de Pitié, bed number 8. She was just twenty-four—or at least that was the age estimated on her death certificate. Murger didn’t even get to say good-bye. Visiting hours were on Sundays only; when the day rolled around, it was too late—Lucile had already expired.

			Murger captured the doings of his circle—its high jinks and heartbreaks—in a series of literary sketches published in Le Corsaire-Satan, an underground journal. He altered some details, and pumped up a few episodes for effect, but the sketches were a fairly faithful chronicle of his life and the lives of his companions. He did change the names, though. Murger became the main character, Rodolphe; Lucile was Mimi. The mysterious Trapadoux was an inspiration for Colline. But Le Corsaire-Satan was a fairly obscure journal, and Murger’s sketches failed to make much of an impact.

			That all changed after Murger was approached by Théodore Barrière, a successful playwright who had the idea of collaborating on a theatrical version. Their first meeting was in Murger’s cramped quarters, and Murger insisted on remaining in bed. Having lent his only pair of trousers to a friend, he thought it best to remain under the covers. From this inauspicious beginning, a dramatic collaboration was born, and the pair crafted a five-act play. Barrière brought professional polish and rearranged the sequence so that certain events would pack a dramatic wallop. A musical score was also added, courtesy of composer Pierre-Julien Nargeot. Even so, the completed work features an extraordinarily free-form plot, particularly by the standards of the day. Mostly, the action consists of a group of artists hanging around, talking, fighting, and scrounging for money. It’s an unusual play, but also one that stayed true to the random spirit of Murger’s original sketches and to the way of life that inspired them.

			La vie de Bohème premiered on November 22, 1849, at the Théâtre des Variétés. It was an instant sensation. “The public is being moved as it has not for a long time,” raved the Journal des Débats. “Everything is, so to speak, observed, felt and suffered,” wrote another reviewer, adding, “One can tell that this work was lived before it was written.” Night after night, the play performed to sold-out houses. Audiences were fascinated by its seeming verisimilitude. Charles Perey, the actor who played the impoverished musician Schaunard, had made a point of meeting with his character’s real-life counterpart, Alexandre Schanne. Perey had studied Schanne’s mannerisms, even borrowing his clay pipe for the production. Despite the specific subject matter, the play achieved a kind of universality. In the first act, for example, a character shouts, “La Bohème, c’est nous” (We are Bohemia). Most of all, the play succeeded in moving audiences, particularly in the famous closing scene, when Rodolphe learns that Mimi has died and wails, “Oh, my youth, it is you that is being buried!”

			For some time, Bohemianism had been a fixture of Parisian life. But the play succeeded as nothing had before in defining its myriad compass points: intense passion for art; more talk of art than actual making of art; cafés, strong coffee, stronger alcohol; a near-pathological fear of conventionality and a charming insouciance in the face of impending disaster; no money, no prospects, no qualms about romance—the more and messier the entanglements, the better; and, most vividly, early tragic death, often hastened by damp, chilly garret conditions, typically from tuberculosis.

			Murger and Barrière’s play would remain a work of enduring appeal. In 1896 Puccini adapted it for his classic opera, La Bohème. More recently, it furnished the basis for Rent, the long-running Broadway play. Even though Rent takes place in a different century and a different setting—New York’s East Village at the height of the AIDS crisis—it retains many elements of the original work. Among other things, Rent holds on to the names of a couple of Murger’s most beloved characters, Collins and Mimi.

			

			There is no evidence that Clapp attended La vie de Bohème during its landmark Paris run. What is clear, however, is that he dove ever more deeply into Bohemianism, becoming totally immersed in the mania that swept the city in the play’s aftermath.

			Clapp decided to stay in Paris indefinitely. He earned a small income by contributing articles to London papers. He didn’t require much, as he was paying just fifteen francs (then three dollars) a month for his room at the Corneille. Clapp drifted away from the group of Englishmen who had provided him his entrée into Paris Bohemianism. Over time they started to look to him like mere tourists, and he was seeking a deeper experience.

			Clapp began hanging out at a café near the Luxembourg Gardens, always careful to select a table far from the orchestra, where he could overhear people talking in their native language. It was a wise gambit, for, as Clapp observed, the French were utterly “addicted to talk.”

			He became such a regular that he soon achieved that highest of café honors: the table where he sat became his table. The waiters all knew him; they brought him coffee without his even having to ask. The other patrons grew friendly as well and began to visit him at his table. Clapp learned to speak French so fluently, he claimed, that he had to convince natives that he was actually a Yankee. He took up smoking in earnest, even bought his own clay pipe.

			And he began to drink. Whiskey proved his liquor of choice. This was a drastic turnabout, particularly for a confirmed teetotaler, and afterward Clapp would always attempt to wave away his decision with humor. “Temperance secured for us all the right not to drink. Meanwhile, it left the right to drink intact” was a favorite wisecrack. Clapp also began spending time in the company of young women. He took a special liking to one named Octavie. She was about twenty, hailed from the provinces, and could neither read nor write. But Clapp found her a challenging conversationalist with “more good sense than could be distilled out of a dozen libraries.” He added, “Her mind was not lumbered with other people’s thoughts. . . . The keenness of such a woman was not to be eluded.”

			Clapp—in thrall to whiskey and Octavie—fell utterly in love with Paris. “There was a charm about the beautiful city which was inconceivable,” he would recall. Paris was so specific. It was so different from anything he’d known before. Yet it felt so right. For Clapp, the boulevards, the bridges, the Seine, even the early-morning yells of milkmaids hawking their goods, all became familiar. As he put it, “A strange home-feeling took possession of me.”

			Clapp remained in Paris for more than three years. When he finally returned to America late in 1853, it was to New York, not the New England of his previous life, and he was hell-bent on re-creating la vie Bohème that had transformed him so completely.

		

	
		
			
2: A Long Table in a Vaulted Room


			ON MOVING TO NEW YORK, Clapp was able to settle in remarkably quickly. This felt like a spiritual home, as surely as Paris had before. New York’s vastness, jumble, and, most of all, its veil of anonymity made the city a welcome departure from the confining Puritan world of his early years. Clapp managed to get piecemeal work as a journalist and also did some translation, French to English.

			As he settled into the life of the city, Clapp held fast to his idea of bringing Bohemia to America. In 1856 he happened upon a promising venue for this experiment: Pfaff’s Restaurant and Lager Bier Saloon. For Clapp’s earliest visits, the establishment may have been located elsewhere on Broadway, but it soon settled into its famous spot, in the basement at No. 647, a few doors north of Bleecker Street.

			Pfaff’s was situated beneath the fashionable Coleman House. But the saloon had almost no relationship with the hotel above; no stairway descended from the lobby. Instead, it was necessary to find the street entrance, marked by the word Pfaff faintly lettered on the hotel’s gray brick exterior. (The full name—“Lager Bier Saloon” et al.—appeared only in newspaper advertisements.) Beneath this obscure sign was a hatchway in the Broadway sidewalk. One entered here, like going into a root cellar, proceeding down a steep, narrow metal stairway to the saloon.

			Pfaff’s was a surprisingly ample space, extending underground for much of the length of the hotel’s lobby above. It was also very modestly appointed. Sawdust covered the floors. A handful of wooden tables and chairs were scattered about. Above the conversational din, one could hear the distant clatter and neighs from the horse-drawn coaches on Broadway. The low ceiling hung thick with smoke; a small number of gaslights provided the sole illumination, faint and flickering. The play of shadows was extreme, contorting the saloon’s customers so that they looked by turns grotesquely squat or wildly elongated. All of these elements contributed to a kind of spectral, otherworldly feeling. The saloon operated Monday through Saturday with an official closing time of 1:00 a.m., though often patrons were still reveling hard as the sun began to rise over Manhattan’s East River. Here, the rules were meant to be broken.

			A big enticement for Clapp was the saloon’s coffee. It was cheap, just three cents a cup, but also strong and thick, reminding him of the coffee he’d so enjoyed in Paris. He also took a liking to Charles Ignatius Pfaff, the proprietor. Herr Pfaff was a round little man with shaggy eyebrows and chubby fingers. His Old World manner and thickly accented English gave him a courtly and discreet air. He favored a winking, confidential style that seemed to suggest that he would form no judgments whatsoever about his customers. Born in Baden, Switzerland, of German descent, he had arrived in New York in the early 1850s, part of a wave of German immigrants.

			Despite the spare ambience, it was possible to get a full meal at Pfaff’s. Pfaff employed a cook who specialized in pfannekuchen, a type of large, hardy German pancake. Also on the menu were beefsteak, Welsh rarebit, liver with bacon, and the saloon’s much-praised cheese plate. The food was good, but—more important—the liquor flowed freely. Pfaff was considered an excellent judge of champagne and offered a large selection of wines, including sauternes, volnays, and white burgundies, later more commonly known as chardonnay. But the big draw, per the establishment’s name, was lager. Pfaff and his fellow German immigrants had revolutionized beer making in America. From the old country, they brought brewing and aging techniques that produced beers that were lighter than English-style stouts and ales, to this point the mainstays of American drinking establishments. At Pfaff’s, lager was served in large pewter steins. And it was cold, a genuine novelty at a time when most pubs served beer at room temperature. Pfaff availed himself of refrigeration, then a cutting-edge luxury, and arranged for ice deliveries, making it possible both to serve beer cold and to preserve batches longer. A reminiscence of Pfaff’s saloon from many years later would describe its proprietor as “one of the first men in New York who thoroughly understood the art of drawing and keeping lager beer.”

			Clapp had found his Café Momus. He’d discovered a place with the right permissive air, a Manhattan equivalent to the Paris haunt of Henry Murger and friends. Now, it was just a matter of assembling a coterie of Bohemians.

			Of course, New York City had its share of Bohemians, even if they didn’t designate themselves as such . . . yet. The world was full of such types, always has been. Bohemians—in deed if not name—have existed throughout history, from Diogenes, the eccentric Greek philosopher who slept outdoors in a bathtub, to William Blake, the offbeat but visionary English artist. Such people have tended to live out their strange lives on the margins. Save for the French Bohemians, they haven’t been part of any larger movement; their mores and behaviors haven’t tended to be codified. Therein lay Clapp’s notion: to assemble a group of idiosyncratic New York artists and writers in emulation of the Parisian model that he’d experienced.

			His very first recruit was Fitz-James O’Brien, a friend and fellow journalist, followed quickly by a translator, a poet, and a soon-to-be famous cartoonist. There was no better choice to begin the group than O’Brien, the walking definition of Bohemian. To this point, he’d led a colorful and prodigal life. He was born in County Cork to a wealthy family, wealthy enough that they had painlessly weathered the Irish potato famines of the 1840s. Shortly after his twentieth birthday, he set off for London, flush with an £8,000 inheritance, seeking adventure in the big city and planning to become a famous writer. He landed a job at a newspaper that quickly folded. But he had no trouble finding adventure: O’Brien burned through his entire inheritance in only two years, the equivalent of spending roughly $1 million in current dollars. Then the husband of a woman O’Brien was having an affair with came home unexpectedly from a colonial post in India. O’Brien fled England for America, arriving nearly broke. He holed up in a fine Manhattan hotel, ordered bottle upon bottle of wine, stayed thoroughly soused, and then skipped out on a tab that he couldn’t possibly begin to cover.

			O’Brien was trim and moved with an athletic grace. He was only twenty-seven when Clapp tapped him as charter Bohemian, so his dissipated ways hadn’t yet caught up with him. He had a long crooked nose, a brush mustache, and a weak and tiny pointed chin—hardly handsome. But people couldn’t take their eyes off him. O’Brien was a peerless raconteur who had earned a reputation around town for spinning out enthralling tales. In all he said, in his every move, he conveyed worldliness and ease. He had this particular way of tilting his head, jutting out that tiny chin; it was extremely mannered, perhaps a vestige of his earlier life as a young Irish scion.

			But closer observation revealed that O’Brien had already traveled a vast distance from his youth, psychologically, and was in a very different place. Every time one saw him, he was guaranteed to have a new cut or scrape. O’Brien was a chronic brawler. Frequently, one of his eyes was blackened, the result of his latest drunken fistfight. According to legend, he once got into a fight with a perfect stranger over right-of-way on the sidewalk. He spent plenty of nights in the Jefferson Market jail. In O’Brien’s tellings, these set-tos always played as good fun, adventure. But every so often, people noticed an unaccountable look that crept into his eyes—a kind of animal desperation.

			O’Brien lived in a succession of ramshackle rooming houses, moving on whenever arrears grew too high and his charms with the landlady wore thin. But he clung to his goal of becoming a famous writer. And he had no trouble drumming up work, as an arresting yarn spinner possessed of a vaguely aristocratic air, face always curiously marred with some fresh scrape. Editors couldn’t resist; this was a man with stories to tell. But newspapers paid very little, and O’Brien had expensive tastes (he liked to treat his friends to steaks at Delmonico’s whenever he scored a payday) as well as a staggering alcohol tab to be met on a daily basis. Thus, he worked in a kind of fever. During his first years in New York, O’Brien had tried his hand at everything—short fiction, poems, criticism, editorials, society puff pieces, and hard-hitting reportage—for a dizzying array of publications, some solid, some very short lived: the American Whig Review, Putnam’s, Harper’s New Monthly Magazine, the Home Journal, the Knickerbocker, the Leisure Hour. “Haste is evident in all that he wrote,” a friend recalled, adding that O’Brien saw no reason to “labor at a story, or a poem, when he could sell it as it was.”

			O’Brien recycled the names of his fictional characters, using Miss Halibut, Mrs. Honiton, and Croton Poole in several stories each. He penned a poem called “Helen Lee” and one equally hackneyed called “Dora Dee.” O’Brien even wrote a moralistic anti-boxing poem—despite his own proclivities—because an editor wanted it for the benefit of female readers. Another time, he landed an assignment with the New York Picayune to write a serial tale entitled “From Hand to Mouth.” The story was to cover familiar territory, featuring poverty-addled characters in seedy rooming houses. O’Brien was able to deliver only some of the installments, and the serial was left dangling.

			Rarely, very rarely, O’Brien was able to banish the noise from his head and achieve a kind of productive calm. On such occasions, it became clear how talented he really was. In 1854 he’d written a play, A Gentleman from Ireland, which enjoyed a successful run at Wallack’s Theatre in New York. And not long after that first visit to Pfaff’s, O’Brien began work on a fantastical short story. It was the tale of a man who uses a microscope to peer at a single droplet of water and spies a tiny world, complete with a beautiful woman. Through the magic of the lens, tantalizingly, the woman appears human size to him, and he falls in love with her. But there’s no way to bridge their worlds; the man can’t even figure out how to communicate his presence. As the droplet evaporates, he looks on helplessly as the object of his desire withers and dies. It was a masterful story, one that suggested the literary heights of which O’Brien was capable. But the moment would be fleeting. “No American writer ever had such chances of success as Fitz-James O’Brien,” that friend would recall, “ . . . and but one American writer ever threw such chances away so recklessly.”

			

			Just as Clapp had found success in his earlier career as a public speaker—despite being a slight, homely man with a thin, grating voice—he proved adept at assembling a devoted collection of Bohemian artists. He possessed a surprising charisma. A contemporary describes him as having “a certain kind of magnetism that drew and held men, though he was neither in person nor manner, what would be called attractive.”

			Besides O’Brien, among the early notables Clapp invited into his circle were Charles Halpine, George Arnold, and Thomas Nast. Halpine was a journalist who, among other jobs, translated articles from French papers for publication in the New York Herald. Despite a pronounced stutter, he was considered a sparkling conversationalist. Halpine regularly amazed and amused his companions with revealing new constructions such as “Harriet Be-seecher Be-stowe.” Arnold was a genial man who made a paltry living writing poems for newspapers, a career that’s unimaginable today. He employed a variety of pseudonyms such as “Pierrot,” “George Garrulous,” and “Chevalier M’Arone.” Known for composing light verse at lightning speed, he tossed off the following poem while drinking at Pfaff’s:

			Here,

			With my beer

			I sit,

			While golden moments flit:

			Alas!

			They pass

			Unheeded by.

			And, as they fly,

			I,

			Being dry,

			Sit, idly sipping here

			My beer.

			As for Thomas Nast, he frequented Pfaff’s before becoming famous. He first showed up as a teenager, maybe sixteen or seventeen (there was no drinking age), and worked for five dollars per week as an apprentice at Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper. Nast, small for his age and chubby, was known as the “fat little Dutch boy,” thanks to an unfortunate haircut. During his visits to Pfaff’s, he simply sat on the periphery of Clapp’s group in silent, red-faced intimidation. In a few years, however, he would emerge as the preeminent political cartoonist of nineteenth-century America, producing enduring caricatures of Boss Tweed and assorted robber barons for Harper’s, where he worked for more than two decades. A master at visual shorthand, he’s often credited with creating the elephant and donkey symbols for the Republican and Democratic Parties. Nast also illustrated Clement Moore’s classic A Visit from St. Nicholas, helping popularize the image of Santa Claus.

			

			During this earliest period, Clapp’s Bohemian group was fairly amorphous. On a given night, whatever people happened to show up would take over a table or two at the saloon and then fall into conversation about life and work and art. Many of them Clapp invited from his circle of acquaintances, which included a number of journalists. But others happened upon Pfaff’s as they walked along Broadway. Despite the obscure sign and sidewalk-hatchway entrance, people just seemed to find the place. Clapp quickly discovered that Pfaff’s very location, Broadway and Bleecker, was itself a great recruiting tool, drawing people that were curious—in both senses of the word.

			Broadway was then one of the world’s preeminent streets, described in a story in Putnam’s as “altogether the most showy, the most crowded, and the richest thoroughfare in America.” It was still a couple of years before Frederick Law Olmsted and Calvert Vaux would begin work on Central Park. New York City had only a handful of small parks and precious few places for people to congregate. Given the lack of attractive public space, Broadway filled that role, and filled it admirably. While most New York streets were crabbed and narrow, Broadway was an ample road with wide sidewalks, making it an ideal place to stroll. People derived immense pleasure, and could be thoroughly entertained, simply by walking around. “Saints and sinners, mendicants and millionaires, priests and poets, courtesans and chiffoniers, burglars and bootblacks, move side by side in the multiform throng,” according to The Great Metropolis, a nineteenth-­century guidebook to New York City.

			The heart of Broadway was a two-mile stretch, from Chambers Street to Union Square. It had everything. In addition to Coleman House, there were about twenty other large hotels, including the stylish St. Nicholas and the modern New York Hotel, boasting indoor plumbing on every floor. This stretch was also the theater district, catering to every taste, highbrow to gutter. Laura Keene’s Varieties—a venue offering Shakespeare and other serious fare—had recently opened at 622 Broadway, across the street from Pfaff’s. But it was also possible to see a risqué play at one of the many concert saloons that lined Broadway or take in a blackface minstrel show at the Odd Fellow’s Opera House. (Nowadays, a play that’s “on Broadway” would likely be farther uptown, in an area developed during the twentieth century, where the street passes through Times Square.)

			Broadway was also the shopping district. There was a velocipede dealer, a chandelier maker, and Huyler’s candy store. There were numerous large emporiums such as Hearn Brothers and a particularly fancy and famous one run by the retail mastermind A. T. Stewart. A few years hence, Mary Todd Lincoln, in the grip of a shopping mania, would scour Broadway, wildly overshooting the $20,000 appropriated for White House decorations. She would then try to browbeat a lowly Washington bureaucrat, pushing him to shuffle around some funds to cover the overage, but the man refused.

			Perhaps most significantly, where Clapp was concerned, Pfaff’s was only about a ten-minute walk north along Broadway from newspaper row, home to dozens of dailies and specialty sheets. This meant that along with gawkers and shoppers and strollers, Clapp could also count on a steady stream of writers wandering into Pfaff’s.

			And then there’s Bleecker Street. “‘I lodge in Bleecker street’ is a biography in brief,” according to The Great Metropolis. By the 1850s, Bleecker Street, once a fashionable address, had gone completely to seed. “It more resembles some of the streets in Paris than any other in New-York,” continues the guidebook. “Bleecker Street is the place of rendezvous for countless illegitimate lovers. Husbands meet other men’s wives; wives meet other women’s husbands. . . . Many representatives of art of some kind repair to Bleecker street for the cheapness of its accommodations as well as for the freedom of its life. Poor scribblers and scholars, painters and engravers, actors and poets may be found in its lodgings.”

			Pfaff’s: at the intersection of Broadway and Bleecker. One way or another, plenty of people—the desired Bohemian types—discovered that subterranean saloon. Clapp lay waiting in his dusky lair, ready to pull them in.

			

			Soon, Clapp’s circle included people involved in all variety of creative pursuits. There were journalists, actors, and illustrators; there were poets, playwrights, painters, and sculptors. But one common trait that cut across many in this set was poverty, crushing poverty. To make it as an artist in New York has always been tough, but never more than during the 1850s. In this way, it was very similar to Paris of the same era. By virtue of being thriving mercantile and cultural hubs, both cities lured in far more artists and writers than could possibly be supported.

			Matters grew still more dire when, early in the life of Clapp’s group, the economy was slammed by the Panic of 1857, one of the most severe downturns in US history. It left an estimated one hundred thousand New Yorkers out of work. By day, men formed long lines in the vain hope of landing temporary jobs; by night, feral former pets, released by households that could no longer afford them, roamed the streets, looking for food. According to legend, Cornelius Vanderbilt—hoping to catch some sleep—hired a personal exterminator to thin the army of stray cats that yowled through the night.

			Clapp’s circle wasn’t much better off. Even after the panic subsided, many remained both homeless and unemployed, a circumstance for which the Bohemians had a slang term: on the rock. Herr Pfaff was unusually lax about credit. He knew his clientele well, recognized that as soon as they earned any money they’d be back to settle the tab, and start a new one.

			O’Brien frequently found himself on the rock. Often, he was so destitute that he couldn’t afford the tools of his trade such as paper and ink. He would go to Pfaff’s hoping to connect with someone in better straits who could help him out. He’d charm the person into taking him home, usually to some nearby tenement. O’Brien would hole up and remain awake several days, scrawling furiously with a borrowed quill. Then he’d walk from magazine office to magazine office, peddling his story, sell it, return to Pfaff’s, buy everyone celebratory drinks, go broke, repeat.

			One time O’Brien showed up at the Harper’s office, demanding a $25 advance for a story the magazine had commissioned. This was unheard of; magazines paid on publication—and often not even then. The editors flatly refused. So O’Brien burst into the bindery department, grabbed a board, and scrawled a message on it. He marched back and forth in front of the magazine’s office with a makeshift sign: “One of Harper’s Authors. I Am Starving.” He was mollified with a $5 advance.

			Another trait that defined Clapp’s artists’ circle, even in its earliest days, was a fixation on all things bleak and morbid. For some, this was simply posturing. The artists recruited by Clapp tended to be very young. Exploring morbid themes was a way to signal that one had privileged insight into some cold truths about the human condition: I’m no stranger to darkness, and to prove it I’ve chosen a skull as the subject of my poem/painting/sculpture. Stephen Fiske, an aspiring playwright and a teenager when he first showed up at Pfaff’s, nicely sums up this attitude: “Just at that period death was very dear to all of us.”

			For some members of Clapp’s circle, however, the morbid fixation would prove more than a pose. Living the life of an artist carried genuine risks, including alcoholism, drug abuse, tuberculosis, madness, and suicide. Among the Pfaff’s set, some of those who grew most committed to Bohemianism would suffer those very fates, the same as their Parisian counterparts—or Edgar Allan Poe.

			Clapp and his coterie held Poe in special veneration. In fact, O’Brien’s story in progress, about viewing a tiny world through a microscope, had a decidedly macabre tone—a debt to Poe. Many in the crowd drew charcoal sketches on the walls of their decrepit flats, something that Poe had reputedly done. By now, Poe was long gone; he had died back in 1849. In his day, he wasn’t referred to as a “Bohemian.” But he certainly lived the life (drunken, dissolute, aflame with creativity) and died the death (penniless, insane, only forty years old). Poe would serve as a kind of patron saint for the Pfaff’s Bohemians.

			Clapp was creating something truly radical. Convening his group in a dingy, underground lager house was a striking departure from the drawing rooms and salons where artists of the day tended to congregate. More typical for the times was the Calliopean Society, an august collection of New York City writers that included Peter and William Irving, Washington Irving’s brothers. One of its bylaws spelled out that absolutely, under no circumstances, were “controversial subjects” to be discussed. Or consider the Saturday Club. Founded in Boston in 1855—the year before Clapp started his group—it took its name from a dinner held on the fourth Saturday of every month at the tony Parker House hotel. Even the names of the members sound formal and stuffy: John Lothrop Motley, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, Oliver Wendell Holmes Sr.

			The notion of the rebel artist hadn’t really taken hold yet in America. If one hoped to be successful—rather than some wild-eyed Bleecker Street debauchee—it was necessary to be presentable. As Joseph Wood Krutch, one of Poe’s earliest biographers, noted: “He might have had the good fortune to be born, like Baudelaire, in a world a little more tolerant of outcasts than that of literary America in the early nineteenth century.”

			In the years ahead, Clapp and his circle would do a great deal to change the standing of the outsider artist and to romanticize the role as well. They gathered in a saloon, not a salon.

			

			As it grew, Clapp’s group did at least become more organized (though organized Bohemia is certainly an oxymoron). Proprietor Pfaff set aside a dedicated area in his lager house, reserved for Clapp and his group. This quirky space, at the front of the establishment, extended out underneath the Broadway sidewalk. Casks of wine lined one wall. Here, the ceiling was even lower and vaulted. Small glass bull’s-eyes, placed in the pavement, let in the faintest gloaming and also made it possible to pick up a kind of shadow tally of the foot traffic on the pavement above. It was a rather smelly spot—right near a privy. But this curious little vaulted space also had the advantage of being set apart. Where before the Bohemians had met in the saloon’s main room, now they had their own private area.

			Pfaff furnished Clapp with a long table, capable of seating a large group of people. A little niche in the wall became the dedicated spot for Clapp’s collection of clay pipes, an affectation from his Paris days. Once again, Herr Pfaff proved a canny saloon keeper. He recognized that catering to a group of regulars was simply good business. Clapp’s crowd were his favorites, and he made a point of waiting on them personally. Rotund, radiating good cheer and discretion, Pfaff would take orders all around.

			Clapp took up a position at the head of the long table. He was now in his early forties, making him at least twice the age of many of his newfound acolytes. They treated him with due deference, referring to him as the “King of Bohemia.” Clapp pretended not to like the title, though it was exactly what he’d wanted. His wit was sharper than ever, honed now by whiskey, which remained his drink of choice. He referred to Wall Street as “Cater-wall Street” and punned that its bankers had outsized “lie-abilities.” He dismissed a writer of middling talent by saying the man “aimed at nothing and always hit the mark precisely.”

			Clapp reserved some of his sharpest jibes for newcomers. There were roughly thirty spots at his long table; the vaulted room was a cramped, little space. While some people made only sporadic appearances, others were becoming regulars. Clapp was forced to become selective. Toying with the mix, trying to get just the right collection of people at his table, seems to have given Clapp a special, even sadistic, thrill.

			When someone showed up for the first time, Clapp would engage the person in a verbal battle, a kind of hazing ritual. An old article in the American magazine describes how Clapp “spied the intruder” and “shot a remark at him over the shoulder of another.” Sometimes Clapp would even toss out a comment in French. Newcomers who responded faced the considerable challenge of trying to parry with Clapp in a language he’d mastered while in Paris. Any prospective member, according to that article, was “treated with scant courtesy until he had won a position by an intellectual tilt.” Plenty of failed aspirants to Clapp’s group beat a hasty retreat from the vaulted room.

			Those who remained couldn’t exactly rest easy. In the ferocious little ecosystem that Clapp had set in motion, he had his favorites, such as O’Brien and the poet Arnold. Naturally, this left others feeling insecure. Many felt they had to constantly work to curry the King of Bohemia’s favor. They also had to contend with one another. This was an artists’ circle, after all, brimming with competition, raw ambition, and egos as large as they were delicate.

			Still, this uneasy atmosphere had its upside. Being an artist can be a solitary pursuit; at the very least, the saloon offered fellowship. Pass muster with Clapp, hold one’s fellow artists at bay, and there was pride in belonging to an exclusive group, albeit an impoverished one—the Pfaff’s Bohemians. There were professional advantages, potentially: a writer might meet an editor who was seeking to publish new voices; a sculptor might learn about art dealers looking for fresh talent. There was even the opportunity to share works in progress. Members of the circle brought in novels, plays, even paintings for critique. William Winter—a young, aspiring writer in these earliest days—would recall that during a critique, his fellow Bohemians “never spared each other from the barb of ridicule.” But he would also remember it as “a salutary experience” for artists, “because it habituated them to the custom not only of speaking the truth, as they understood it . . . but of hearing the truth, as others understood it, about their own productions.”

			Underneath everything, a terrible tension always hummed in that little vaulted room. Here, it was necessary to live by one’s wits—or, rather, wit. But with the right mix of people (the proper level of inebriation also helped), Clapp frequently achieved a kind of social alchemy. “Those were merry and famous nights,” recalls an 1868 account, looking back wistfully on those first shining moments. There were clever puns and bawdy jokes; people told rambling stories and delivered toasts that went all rococo in their sentiment and complexity. As the evening drew on, the bon mots fairly flew. The long table was the site “of quip, and quirk, and queer conceit, of melancholy mirth and laughing madness,” according to another old account.

			Clapp had found a home at Pfaff’s. He was quickly assembling his circle of Bohemian artists. He was their king, no less. But Clapp longed to pull a singular talent into his orbit, someone who could deliver the glory he craved.

		

	
		
			
3: Whitman at a Crossroads


			WHEN WHITMAN FIRST wandered into Pfaff’s cellar, likely sometime in 1858, he’d already published two editions of Leaves of Grass, a collection of experimental poems. But the work had generally been ignored. Between the two editions, he’d sold only a handful of copies. Whitman was lost and in considerable torment.

			Part of him was so certain that fame was his rightful station. Not merely fame: Whitman’s ambitions were boundless, and on a good day, becoming the “greatest poet” of his age, America’s representative bard, an immortal artist—all seemed inevitable. He could even marshal a tantalizing piece of evidence, an endorsement he’d received from Ralph Waldo Emerson, then one of America’s leading artistic tastemakers. But his work had received only a small number of reviews, typically filled with puzzlement and derision. Mostly, he’d been met with the worst thing for an artist: terrible, soul-deflating silence. So Whitman also had all the proof he needed that failure and anonymity would be his destiny. He wasn’t altogether sure that he shouldn’t abandon poetry and move off in some radical new direction.

			When he started frequenting the saloon, Whitman was thirty-nine years old. He stood roughly six feet, tall for the era, but weighed less than two hundred pounds. He wasn’t yet the beefy, shaggy poet of legend. His hair was cut short, a salt-and-pepper mix of brown and gray. His beard was trimmed. Only later would he put on weight, the wages of stress and illness and advancing age. Only later would he grow his hair long and let his beard go thick and bushy.

			But he was already an eccentric dresser. Whitman favored workingmen’s garb, such as his wideawake, a type of broad-brimmed felt sombrero. He liked to wear it well back on his head, tilted at a rakish angle. His trousers were always tucked into cowhide boots. He wore rough-hewn shirts of unbleached linen, open at the collar, revealing a shock of chest hair. Whitman had a rosy complexion, almost baby-like, and quite incongruous for a big man. Because he was meticulous about hygiene, he always smelled of soap and cologne. His manner of dress often struck people as more like a costume. Or maybe it was a kind of armor, protecting the vulnerable man underneath.

			Whitman wasn’t much of a drinker. In fact, no one at Pfaff’s would ever recall seeing him so much as tipsy. He would sit hour upon hour, nursing a single lager, intrigued by the spirited banter. “I think there was as good talk around the table as took place anywhere in the world,” he would say.

			He appears to have viewed the proceedings as a kind of conversational white-water rapid that he either was afraid to enter or perhaps didn’t care to. As a poet, Whitman is celebrated for language that moves—soaring, swooping, singing—but his manner of speaking offered such a contrast: slow . . . deliberate . . . earthbound. He pronounced “poems” as “pomes,” drawling it out, his eyelids drooping. That was another of his characteristics—those drooping eyelids, which lent a kind of impassivity to many of his facial expressions.

			It wasn’t as if his mind were slow; clearly, it was quite the opposite, but maybe all the connections and contradictions lighting up his synapses were best worked out on the page. At any rate, he steered clear of the “rubbing and drubbing,” as he called those infamous verbal battles. “My own greatest pleasure at Pfaff’s was to look on—to see, talk little, absorb,” he would recall. “I never was a great discusser, anyway—never.”

			Once, at a birthday dinner, Clapp sat at the head of the table, collecting lavish toasts all around from his acolytes. When it came Whitman’s turn, the poet raised his stein and managed only to offer: “That’s the feller!” The other Pfaffians couldn’t believe it. “The ravishing charm of Walt Whitman’s colossal eloquence,” sneered William Winter. But what was it really: Was it shyness or sadness? Was it hauteur, or a willful and affected show of inarticulateness?

			Regardless, Clapp—for so many reasons—was thrilled to have Whitman, even a reticent Whitman, at his table. The poet was five years his junior, while so many in the circle were decades younger. He’d achieved a measure of acclaim, outstripping most of the other Bohemians. Clapp sensed that Whitman could act as a kind of calling card, conferring legitimacy, drawing other more established artists into his ambit.

			At the same time—and this is crucial—Whitman had thus far fallen short of fame. Clapp considered himself an unerring judge of talent. He was certain he could detect the poet’s genius where others had mostly failed. The fact that what little acclaim Whitman had received was typically more like notoriety made the situation very nearly perfect. Here was a chance to provoke people; there’s nothing the King of Bohemia liked better. Clapp would emerge as Whitman’s great champion. In due time, thanks to a publication Clapp founded called the Saturday Press, he would publish, promote, and defend Whitman’s work. Whitman would later state, “I have often said to you that my own history could not be written with Henry left out: I mean it—that is not an extravagant statement.” It’s worth noting that this comment was uttered years in the future, to a biographer, by an entirely transformed Walt Whitman. It was a Whitman who still recognized his debt to Clapp’s ceaseless evangelism.

			People tend to think of Whitman as the Good Gray Poet, up in a pantheon somewhere, holding celestial court with Dante and Homer. But in 1858, none of this was assured. Upon first arriving at Pfaff’s, grand ambitions notwithstanding, Whitman was decidedly mortal. So far, he’d led a bewilderingly varied life, soaking up experience. The catholic nature of his formative years is a key to understanding the Whitman that first showed up at the saloon and the towering figure that he was to become.

			

			Born in 1819, Whitman grew up living mostly in Brooklyn. His father was a speculative home builder with abysmal business instincts, and the family was forever skating on the brink of ruin. By age eleven, Whitman was done with formal schooling and went to work to help his large family, which included seven other siblings. Whitman worked as an office boy for a law firm, then for a doctor. He found intermittent work out on Long Island as a country schoolteacher. This was one of many places in those days that had no official certification—and required only the most minimal qualifications—for teachers. He tended to classrooms as large as eighty kids, some older than he, for a rock-­bottom salary. He also tried his hand selling pencils and inkstands out of a small Brooklyn storefront.

			But his primary occupation was journalism. At age twelve, he got his first newspaper job as an apprentice at the Long Island Patriot. Over the next quarter century, in an era when the profession was remarkably unstable and unremunerative, he worked for a wild array of publications in Brooklyn, Manhattan, and Long Island: the Daily Plebian, Evening Tattler, Statesman, New World, and New York Mirror, to name just a few. He did every possible job, from operating a bed-and-platen hand press to writing articles. At age twenty-two, he landed his first editorship with a big-city daily, taking charge of the Aurora, a Manhattan paper that competed—not very effectively—with about twenty others. He even founded a couple of newspapers, including the Long Islander. For this paper, he wrote most of the articles and sold all the advertisements, often trading ad space for potatoes or firewood. He delivered the paper himself, traveling the thirty-mile route once a week on a horse named Nina.



OEBPS/image/frontisp-2_fmt.jpeg
i v

1.Hi§‘u“‘
“u ﬂh “

/

: REBEL SOULS ; <
e Walt Whitman 7z 1=
and America’s ,

First Bohemians =3 & 2

‘ (oo 2

Justin Martin " =

n oy
(LR e 2

A Merloyd Lawrence Book il !

DA CAPO PRESS

A Member of the Perseus Books Group,






OEBPS/image/9780306822278-frontcover.jpg





OEBPS/image/ornament_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/frontisp-1_fmt.jpeg
ALSO BY JUSTIN MART

= Greenspan: The Man Behind Money

der, Spoiler, Icon

o

e
" | Irn‘l ]

.
|

Il(’ I { 1

g
5"; ‘I; ‘“‘Hf!mmuml{ ; ﬂ’?““t“”‘

II

1

|
|






