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INTRODUCTION



SATURDAY MORNINGS WERE MY TWISTED version of heaven. I was five, six, seven years old, and every weekend I got to spend a few hours hanging out with grown men. Not just any men, but characters—workingmen, old men, homeless men, policemen and firemen. Men who cursed and spat and groaned, who broke each other’s chops and answered insults with a “Right here!” and a handful of crotch. (They were also doting fathers, occasional criers, and poets, but those things didn’t seduce me back then.) Men with names like Frank the Slob, whose last name, Slovensky, was itself slovenly; names like Fat Sal and Johnny Wadd, Dead Eddie and the Buggerman; if I was lucky, I might catch a glimpse of Bunghole Thompson.


I worshipped them all, sometimes in small ways and sometimes in every way, and the man I most wanted to be like was also the reason I was there. Where? McSorley’s Old Ale House, New York’s landmark saloon on East Seventh Street, open in the same spot since Old John McSorley founded the place on February 17, 1854. My father, Geoffrey Bartholomew—but at the bar it’s just Bart—has worked at McSorley’s since 1972.


Throughout my childhood, he brought me to the bar, partly because he and my mother had nowhere else to put me. Saturday mornings and early afternoons belonged to my mom. They were her time to attend antialcohol twelve-step meetings, to get lunch with friends, to study for her degrees in food studies. I was a few years too young to be left alone in our Manhattan apartment, so my dad took me to work. But my trips to McSorley’s were always about more than simple necessity. My dad wanted to bring me, to show me his world of drunkards and lunatics, neighborhood sages and men in uniform. It was the late 1980s, when New York felt a little bit less like the playground for plutocrats it does today, and probably the last handful of years when you could get away with calling the East Village gritty.


We’d arrive at the bar between nine and ten in the morning, a little more than an hour before opening. While the waiters and barmen prepared for a seven-hour shift that usually meant serving ten to twelve kegs of McSorley’s light and dark ale, the guys would toss a couple of bucks my way to buy coffee, Danishes, and an occasional bialy. I’d memorize the order and scurry down the block to Kiev, the Ukrainian diner on the corner of Seventh and Second Avenue. The change was mine, a tip for my trouble, but the real reward came when the staff sat down for breakfast together. This was when the guys traded stories, bullshitting about palms gashed on broken mugs and laughing over customers who had to be eighty-sixed. One morning, there was talk of a fight the night before that had cleared out the bar, and my father dusted off a pair of homemade brass knuckles that a waiter he’d worked with in the seventies had given him. It was a thin strip of metal that had been bent into a rectangular loop and wrapped with layers of black electrical tape, with space in the middle to slide one’s fingers through and make a fist. “Thank God no one ever needed to use ’em in the bar,” my dad said. “But the guys in Zory’s day must have been rough if they were carrying these.” He tossed me the weapon to try on—it was so big that I could almost slip it over my wrist and wear it like a bracelet. I imagined being grown enough for my hand to fill it, not because I wanted to crack some skulls, but just to close my fist and feel that power, to join them in manhood.


Just as powerful as the flesh-and-blood characters of McSorley’s was the bar’s history. I grabbed bar mops and wiped down tables under the eyes of Theodore Roosevelt, JFK, former New York governor Al Smith, and a slew of other public figures of Irish heritage or Roman Catholic background or just plain New York stock whose framed portraits lined the walls. I hauled blocks of cheddar cheese up from the basement refrigerator for my father to load into the same eight-foot-tall nineteenth-century icebox Old John had installed behind the bar when he opened McSorley’s. (The iceman stopped delivering in the middle of the twentieth century, and although the icebox’s ancient façade was preserved, its guts were converted to a refrigerator.)


Between tasks, I’d daydream, gazing at the ceiling, where Harry Houdini’s handcuffs dangled a few feet from a medieval-style mace and a pair of Civil War–era shackles from the Confederate prison camp at Andersonville. I already knew better than to reach up toward the sacred turkey wishbones hanging from the busted gas lamp above the ale taps. With steel in his voice, my father told me that first Saturday he brought me to work: Those belong to the neighborhood guys who fought in World War One and never came back. Nobody touches them. I scanned the newspaper clips and photographs and posters, absorbing the lore of heavyweight champs Jack Dempsey and Gene Tunney, Yankee legend Babe Ruth, and champion racehorses whose names and exploits might only still be remembered on the walls of McSorley’s. John McSorley himself, with his intense, prideful eyes and white mutton-chop whiskers, stared down at me from various paintings and snapshots. Reminders of his legacy were everywhere: Signs in the bar’s front and back rooms reminded staff and customers to heed one of Old John’s original mottoes—BE GOOD OR BE GONE—while newspaper headlines from the day in August 1970 when female customers were first served at McSorley’s marked the death of Old John’s other founding creed—GOOD ALE, RAW ONIONS, AND NO LADIES.


The object that I came to love most was a framed certificate—about the same size as the bar’s yellowed replica of the Declaration of Independence—that honored my father’s first twenty years of employment. It hung from a spot high on the wall, looking down on the taps where my dad spent the majority of his shifts, pumping light and dark ale, surveying the floor, and barking orders to the waiters. I would mouth the words on his certificate while watching him work:




CONGRATULATIONS TO McSORLEY’S 
PERSONABLE BARTENDER, 
GEOFFREY BARTHOLOMEW





The sentence was terse and not all that eloquent and the document wasn’t even correct. It recorded the beginning of my dad’s career as 1973, when he actually worked his first shift in 1972. But it didn’t matter. That piece of paper meant I was part of this place. McSorley’s had been there for a century and a half. That was forever to me, and in my wide eyes, it seemed like the bar would last another forever. I got to occupy a sliver of that history.















CHAPTER 1



The Company of Men


I HAD MY FATHER’S SATURDAY routine memorized before I learned my multiplication tables. He’d roll out of bed around 9 a.m., two hours before the bar opened. I’d be ready long before then, waiting on our living room couch, pushing the last few Frosted Flakes around a bowl of cereal-sweetened milk until I’d hear him groan or sometimes fart from the other side of my parents’ bedroom door. Moments later he’d emerge and take his first knock-kneed, half-stumbling steps into wakefulness. Saturday was his hump day, the middle of his work week, and it meant one more grueling haul behind the bar before the relative calm of Sunday and Monday night. So as eager as I was to start bugging him about McSorley’s on those Saturdays, I knew to wait—at least long enough for him to hit the bathroom and then pour a mug of coffee.


After he’d taken a couple of sips, though, I couldn’t help but start harassing him. Who’s working the bar with you today? Which waiters are on the floor? Is there a doorman? Is Henry in the kitchen? Or Eddie or Jackie Ng? What about the shithouse? How long can I stay?


“What’s your mother say?” he’d ask.


“I’ll get lunch with Mimi and then pick him up around two,” she’d answer without looking up from the Times Metro section.


I was in. After two cups of coffee and a couple of spoonfuls of yogurt, my father would grab a worn-out sock and a small tin of mink oil and start waterproofing his work boots. They came waterproof when he bought them, but my father preferred extra protection. With his hand inside the sock, he’d scoop out a mound of mink oil with his index finger and spread it over the toe of his boot, working back toward the heel. Each week he’d apply a fresh layer, and each week he could count on being soaked with ale and water from the knees down by shift’s end.


Then he’d pull on a long-sleeved thermal undershirt and start buttoning a white dress shirt over it. McSorley’s bartenders have been wearing white button-downs since the tavern opened, and my father always had a stack of them—washed, starched, and folded—ready for work. He’d leave the top open at his neck, fasten the two small buttons at the tips of his collar, and then tuck the shirt into a pair of faded blue jeans. He’d pull a pair of heavy wool socks up to his calves, then squeeze a shot of talcum powder into his boots before working his feet inside. Next, he’d roll the sleeves of both shirts up to his elbows and spend a few moments rubbing a small growth on his wrist.


He’d given the gumdrop-sized ganglion (a kind of cystic fluid tumor caused by inflamed tendons) a name: the knob. It had formed on the inside of his right wrist, some kind of repetitive-use injury from his years of pumping ale and grabbing giant handfuls of mugs. But to hear my father tell it, the knob never hurt much. Still, he thought it an eyesore, so he would strap a leather brace with three buckles and a zipper around his wrist for extra support.


“You ready?” he’d ask, and since I had spent the previous half hour watching him suit up, I never was. It didn’t matter, though. I’d say yes and scramble to my room to pull on a sweatshirt and chase him out the door.


Normally, my father would bike to work. But I was too young to ride alongside him, and the days of seeing hip New York dads pedal their kids around in custom bike seats wouldn’t arrive for another fifteen years. So we’d either walk the half hour to McSorley’s from our apartment in the far southwest corner of Greenwich Village, or, if we were running late or my father’s knees were hurting, we’d hail a cab.


By the time we set foot in the bar, around ten, the door would be unlocked, with a wooden chair blocking the entrance to dissuade unknowing customers from moseying in before eleven. Richie the King, the back-room waiter, would already be inside, setting up along with the chef, who’d be chopping vegetables and warming chicken stock for the day’s soup. Frank “the Slob” Slovensky, a longtime customer turned informal employee, would be there, too, sitting at the table next to the women’s restroom, slumped over a crate of onions and peeling them to make slicing easier for the chef.


“Hey, Rafe, you wanna work?” Richie would ask. I never thought of saying anything but yes.


“Run downstairs and grab a bag of coal for the stove.”


I knew the route by heart: into the back room, between Frank the Slob’s table and the one next to it, through the emergency exit that opens into the ground-floor hallway of the tenement building at 15 East Seventh Street, and down the steps into the cellar. The room was filled with rolls of duct tape and hammers that looked old enough to have been swung by Old John McSorley. Broken chairs were scattered throughout, waiting for someone to replace their missing legs. Behind the staircase was a mound of white burlap sacks, each filled with a fifty-pound load of coal. I’d grab one, drag it back into the bar, and watch Richie build a fire in the blackened potbelly stove that had been in use at McSorley’s since the nineteenth century.


“Jimbo!” my father called. (It was a term of endearment that, along with its derivatives Jim and Jimmy, he and other bar employees constantly flung back and forth.)


“Quit pulling your pud and get over here! You know what to do.” He’d hold out a tin can filled with steaming water and a pair of long-necked pliers. It was time to extract nickels and dimes and quarters from the tables in the front room. Over the years, customers had adopted the tradition of hammering coins between the seams of McSorley’s hundred-year-old tabletops. My job was to remove the change from the tables and hopefully dissuade drinkers from committing copycat crimes. If customers didn’t look down and see coins wedged into the cracks of their tables, they might not decide to smash their own little ten-cent bits of history into the establishment. The practice did just enough damage to the sturdy old tables to cross the Be Good or Be Gone line. As payment, I was allowed to keep whatever money I retrieved.


My game plan with the pliers was simple: First, I’d scan a table, searching for the coins that looked to have been hammered in most recently. Those came out easy. If a large enough sliver of the coin was protruding from the tabletop, I’d just latch on to it with my tool and wiggle back and forth until it popped out. Sometimes I’d use my fingertips to roll a bit of the coin up from the table—just enough so the pliers could grip it. I targeted quarters first; then nickels, then dimes. Nickels came before dimes because although they were worth less, they were harder to mistake for pennies. A dime is obviously slimmer and more silver, but imagine how being lodged inside an ale-soaked table for a couple of decades might alter that appearance.


That’s where the can of hot water came in handy—to soak away whatever grunge had grown on the coins over the years. Just about every Saturday I’d manage to pry loose a quarter that had been encased long enough to turn green and grow fuzz.


“Make sure you get the feduh, Jimbo.” Feduh, pronounced “feh-DUH” with the emphasis on “duh,” is what grows in dank corners of hundred-year-old bars. It was there when my father first started bringing me to McSorley’s, and it’s still there now, almost thirty years later. Feduh is another word for the Yiddish schmutz. The term comes from a Ukrainian immigrant one of the other bartenders would bring to McSorley’s on weekday mornings to help clean and set up the bar. This guy’s name was Fedyuh (or something like that—my dad’s ability to render Cyrillic-to-English phonetic spelling is probably far from perfect), and he complained about wiping the slime from behind the bar. Naturally, my father named the gunk after him, and the term stuck.


Feduh isn’t simple grime, but something more primordial. It’s no longer recognizable as plain old dirt. It becomes cheeselike, sometimes gooey, and working at McSorley’s can make you a connoisseur of the stuff. Feduh tends to inspire a gross, corporeal fascination. You can’t just wipe it off and forget it. You feel compelled to examine it, play with it, show it to the guys.


Once, I decided to share it with my father. “Jimbo,” I called out to my dad, eager to use his lingo, “look at this one.” Then I flipped a mossy coin at him, freshly pulled from a table, knowing that his reflexes would force him to catch it. When it landed in his palm and he felt his fist close around the slimy metal, he let out a retch and a laugh. “You little fucker!” he said, tossing the coin into a sink full of hot water and dishwashing solution behind the bar. “You’re gonna get it now.”


He wasn’t kidding. That morning, I saw how quickly feduh pranks can escalate into all-out warfare. I also learned that my father’s knowledge of the place left me hopelessly outgunned in this arms race. There’s more unseen gunk growing behind that ancient bar than in the rest of McSorley’s combined. Over the next fifteen minutes, while I helped Richie spread a fresh layer of sawdust over the saloon’s smooth hardwood floor—“toss it in handfuls like you’re throwing out chicken feed,” Richie advised—my father went on a schmutz expedition. He scooped feduh from the damp shelf beneath the ale taps; he fished crud from the drainage hole in the corner of the bar where the waiters pick up overflowing orders of twenty, forty, one hundred ales at a time; he lifted the rubber mats on the tile floor behind the bar and wiped what lay below. Then, once he’d assembled the feduh smorgasbord and collected it all in a single bar rag, he got his revenge.


“Jimbo!” I looked up to find the rank ball of cloth hurtling through the air at my head. Before I could think to dodge it, my arm shot up and snatched it from the air. And as soon as I did, I felt ages of accumulated New York filth grease my palm. It was grainy and slick and smelled like rot. My dad was laughing his balls off behind the bar, and I couldn’t help but join him.


By half past ten the bar was ready for business. Richie had emptied a bottle of bleach into the urinals to freshen up the men’s room. McSorley’s weapons-grade spicy mustard had been mixed—the condiment was made every morning with mustard powder, water, and suds from newly tapped kegs, then decanted into beer mugs to be left on the tables and spread over saltine crackers and squares of cheddar cheese. The phalanx of mugs that had been lined up atop the bar when we arrived had been washed, scrubbed, rinsed, and stacked on shelves behind the taps, ready to be rinsed again and then filled with ale. The coal inside the potbelly stove was glowing, and the staff sat around the table next to it, five men in white undershirts and blue jeans, reading the Daily News and the Post, cursing about George Steinbrenner and the dismal late-eighties Yankees, and sipping coffee from blue cardboard cups before work.


Most of their banter was shop talk—barman’s gossip about fights and scams and sex, shot through with gallows humor and cynicism. I was too young to understand much of it, but just sitting there allowed me to soak in their world and absorb a communication style that felt like a way of being—all dismissive chortles, knowing nods, belly laughs, and surprised grunts.


You should have seen the fucking disaster in here Thursday night. Aussies at one table, bikers on the other side of the front room, and cops in between. It was the cops we had to throw out first, and I’m still finding bits of the Aussies’ puke in the shitter.


Did you guys hear about Ronnie, the manager of one of the Irish pubs out in Sunnyside? His entire building flooded at six in the morning after he got home from work because the crazy prick tried to flush the tape from the bar’s cash register down his toilet!


After a few minutes of story time, I’d usually wander the bar, looking at the framed photos and drawings on the walls, revisiting the faces of historical figures and McSorley’s misfits before the customers arrived and made it impossible to climb on chairs and press my face up against the wall to get a good look. My father had me playing baseball at age five and started taking me to recreation centers to teach me basketball a couple of years later, so my Saturday tour of McSorley’s inevitably focused on sports artifacts.


Behind the bar, I’d reach up and palm the weathered softballs sitting atop a row of old ceramic McSorley’s mugs. The softballs had accumulated over the years, brought in by guys from local firehouses at the end of their rec-league seasons, until an entire section of wall behind the bar was given over to their display. Some of them remained fairly unmarked by time, so it was still possible to make out the engine company numbers the firefighters had inked onto the leather orbs. Some had been there so long that their exteriors had dried and darkened and shriveled and cracked.


Down the bar from the softballs, I’d take a moment to pay my respects to the Babe. High in the ranks of treasured McSorley artifacts, along with the wanted poster for John Wilkes Booth, a signed letter from President Franklin Delano Roosevelt, and others, is a print of Nat Fein’s Pulitzer Prize–winning photograph, “The Babe Bows Out.” Fein captured the image of Babe Ruth two months before his death in 1948, as he climbed out onto the field for his final curtain call at Yankee Stadium. The story goes that Fein himself made the print, signed it, and gave it to then-manager of McSorley’s Harry Kirwan, and customers who’ve been to Cooperstown have sworn that the framed photo behind the bar is larger than the one on display at the Baseball Hall of Fame.


Next I found my way to the boxers. McSorley’s has been around long enough to encompass much of the history of American prizefighting, and it’s no coincidence that a New York watering hole opened by an Irishman in the mid-nineteenth century would favor the sport’s great Irish champions. Just above the Babe, next to a bust of John F. Kennedy, is a bronze figurine of John L. Sullivan, the Boston-born fighter who was boxing’s last bare-knuckle heavyweight champ. Just beside the taps, affixed to the wall that separates McSorley’s front room from the back, there’s a signed portrait of Jack Dempsey, framed in the center of a collection of Mecca Cigarettes boxing trading cards. The Mecca cards dated back to the early 1900s, and I loved to circle around to the other side of the wall, which had a hole cut in it to display the descriptions on the cards’ backs.


Joe Gans, lightweight champion: Fought over 150 battles winning all but 5.… He died of consumption in Baltimore, August 10, 1910.


Gentleman Jim Corbett, heavyweight champion of the world: Won the heavyweight championship from John L. Sullivan, who had held the title for 12 years.… Lost the title to Bob Fitzsimmons in 14 rounds at Carson, Nevada, March 17, 1897. (That would have been the forty-third St. Patrick’s Day at McSorley’s.) Retired from the ring and is now an actor.


Back then, I had no real understanding of what Dempsey meant to the sport. Nor did I really know a thing about Joe Gans—that he’s among the greatest lightweights of all time or that he was the first African-American world champion. But the boxers still mattered to me. They were another part of McSorley’s that invited me into a past and a tradition I might never have discovered otherwise, and they made a twelve-year-old in 1994 feel like he could step back into 1906.


The last stop on my rounds would be a sliver of space in the front room between the end of the bar and a round window table near the entrance. The best piece of McSorley’s sports history is up there, and it has nothing to do with an iconic moment or legendary athletes. It’s a team picture called “The McSorley Nine,” a black-and-white photograph from 1877 of a recreational baseball team sponsored by the bar and led by Peter McSorley, one of Old John’s sons. The men posed, some seated and some standing, all wearing plain white uniforms with cleats and boxy, short-brimmed caps, gazing stone-faced into the camera. There isn’t a smile among them—just handlebar mustaches, steely eyes, and the player in the middle with one hand on his hip and the other holding a wooden bat against the ground like a cane.


I always wondered why they looked so serious. Were they photographed after a heartbreaking loss? Were they preparing for a big game? Were men in the 1870s just like that—sturdy, cocksure, emotionless? That masculine ideal has stuck around through the ages, but I grew up around a crew of McSorley’s men who knew how to play the strong, silent type but preferred the humor and camaraderie and bawdiness of bar life. There was no apparent lightheartedness among the McSorley Nine.


The greatest mystery, however, was what had happened to the last member of the McSorley Nine. Every time I walked up to inspect the photo, I’d count the players from left to right. One, two, three… seven, eight… eight. The McSorley Nine had no ninth man. And the eight guys pictured didn’t seem concerned with his whereabouts. I imagined what he must have looked like. A husky first baseman—like I was back then—left-handed, adept at scooping short-hop throws from the dirt, and a line-drive hitter who always pulled the ball. Maybe he was sick that day. Maybe he didn’t believe in team portraits. Maybe he was drunk at McSorley’s. Maybe he was the one taking the photograph. Every week, I imagined something different, and every week it seemed as plausible as the last week’s guess.


Okay, I lied. There’s an even greater mystery in the McSorley Nine photo. In a way, it explains what happened to the ninth man. One of the first times I stood looking at the portrait, my father crept behind me. “Look over here,” he whispered in my ear, and pointed between the player standing in the center with the bat and another player to his left. The picture was taken in a park, with lush trees and grass and clear skyline in the background. In the spot where my father directed me to look, in the negative space between the players and the tree branches behind them, I spotted the outline of another man—the final member of the McSorley Nine, or just an apparition.


“Do you see the ghost?” my father asked. It looked like a McSorley’s bartender. The empty white sky formed his dress shirt; then the branches shaped the hazy outline of an oblong head with a mustache.


“It looks like you,” I said.


“That’s what everyone says,” my dad told me. “Now look at this.” He pointed to the photograph next to “The McSorley Nine,” a framed image, also from 1877, titled “McSorley Chowder Club.” It was a group portrait from one of the annual McSorley picnics, when the bar’s owners and employees and family and friends would head to North Brother Island for an afternoon of frolicking in the summer sun. Again, my father pointed to an area at the center-left of the image. “You see it?”


I did. It was the same apparition, the same oval head and mustache and narrow eyes formed by the white background and tree branches and leaves in front of it.


“The ghost?” I answered. It was as if my father, who hadn’t set foot in McSorley’s until his first night in New York City back in 1967, had been there all along.


“Yep,” my dad said. Maybe ending up at the bar had always been his destiny. Maybe it was mine, too.


I’m afraid I’m making McSorley’s sound like a library. The artifacts, the gravitas, the legacy—that’s all part of it, but the bar’s energy is often anything but contemplative. As a boy, I usually couldn’t inspect the Chowder Club ghosts for more than a minute or two before a bartender or waiter would pull me aside to workshop his newest dirty joke or saloon story. Scott, who wasn’t even twenty years old when he began working at McSorley’s in 1986, felt like an older brother, and I regarded his stock wisdom on the Yankees and Rangers as if it were scripture. An ale deliveryman from Barbados named Jeffrey never missed an opportunity to recommend a product called China Brush to my dad and the other barmen—it was some kind of numbing salve that prolonged erections and made Jeffrey a world-class Casanova. Then he’d grab seven-year-old me by the shoulders and impart life lessons: First time you get a woman, boy, you better eat the pussy good! Due to my age, Jeffrey’s love advice might have qualified as a criminal act, but inside McSorley’s it was just another story. And nothing Jeffrey came up with ever came close to matching the lewd genius of Tommy Lloyd.


Lloyd was my father’s sidekick on many of those Saturdays. While Bart stood behind the taps and poured ale, Lloyd would scamper up and down the length of the bar, serving customers, collecting cash, making change, and grabbing empty mugs to wash. He stood about five foot seven, with wiry, pipe-cleaner arms and a perfect bowl of straight brown hair that flopped over his forehead and stopped just short of his satellite dish ears. Lloyd had come over from Roscommon, Ireland, in the sixties. He had been bartending with my father for the better part of a decade. When he told stories and laughed, his smile seemed to take up two-thirds of his face, and around me he was always spinning those blarney-filled yarns. To a boy growing up in New York, he might as well have been an in-the-flesh leprechaun.


“Hey there, lad, your old man told me you took up an attitude with him the other night. Is that true?”


I didn’t know what Lloyd was talking about. He could have been referencing any of the hundreds of times I fought with my father over sports—when I wanted to watch cartoons instead of practicing my jump shot or when I didn’t feel like chasing down fly balls in the empty parking lot around the corner from our place. But it turned out that Lloyd was merely floating the attitude issue as a setup for his next joke.


Lloyd leaned forward with his elbows on the bar and patted the top of my head. “If you’re causing trouble, I’ll have to send you home with Omar.”


My father chortled. He waved the smudged bar rag he’d been using to polish the brass busts of John McSorley’s bald dome that served as the bar’s tap heads. “Oh, Jim, you don’t want that.”


“Who’s Omar?” I asked.


“Who’s Omar?” Lloyd said. “Omar’s gonna love you, my boy. He’s gonna show you the tube steak.”


“What’s the tube steak?”


“You never seen the tube steak?” Lloyd said. “Here, a demonstration.” He pulled open one of the lower compartments of the icebox and retrieved a two-foot log of liverwurst.


“See?” Lloyd said, holding the pink tube of plastic-wrapped meat and pretending to fellate it. I had no clue about sexuality or the specific act Lloyd was mimicking, but I had enough sense to know it was dirty, so I laughed along with the other guys and punched Lloyd’s liverwurst for good measure. (I didn’t know it at the time, but Omar is a regular customer whom I’d eventually serve. He’s a lifelong New Yorker, and he likes to stand at the bar and chat up whoever’s around. Once in a while, he meets a young man he likes and takes him home.)


“Attaboy!” they all roared. I couldn’t have felt more satisfied.


I might as well admit that this scene—along with many, many others from my childhood—falls well outside the bounds of what’s considered appropriate for young kids. Or adults, for that matter. Sarcastic jerk-off gestures, mimicked blow jobs on the liverwurst dong, the term tube steak, jokes at the expense of a gay customer—these aren’t the best practices advised in child-rearing books. When my mother would pick me up on Saturdays and I’d brag about how Dad and Lloyd had showed me the tube steak, she’d slap me on the wrist and remind me that the things I learned at McSorley’s—talk of big johnsons and bungholes and transvestites—weren’t okay to talk about outside the bar. More importantly, she made sure I understood that there was more to the world than McSorley’s grizzled, old-school masculinity.


But for all the faults of McSorley’s male-dominated culture, the ethos of the place was egalitarian—mischief and ball-breaking for all. No creed or ethnicity or body type was spared, and while that’s probably not the best way to run society, it worked in a pub. It didn’t take long for me, even as a child, to understand how those old swinging doors at the front of McSorley’s served as a border between the bar and the rest of the world. At work, the men of McSorley’s cursed all day and tormented each other with obscene pranks, but they also knew to behave in the real world. Off the clock, they were polite members of society who said please and thank you and held doors for women and children. Inside McSorley’s, they were free to clown around, and as much as I loved having access to the bar’s realm of adult troublemaking, what I craved most was to grow up to be like them, and that meant more than just telling dirty jokes. It meant upholding an old-fashioned, gentlemanly code that valued honesty and chivalry and hard work. (And then telling sex jokes.)


The one McSorley’s man I tried to avoid on Saturday mornings was Richie Buggy, the longtime front-room waiter whom we all called Dick. He was childhood friends with the bar’s owner, Matthew Maher. They grew up together in County Kilkenny, Ireland, and then in the 1960s came to New York as young men. Matt found work at McSorley’s and Dick joined the NYPD, where he worked as a decoy cop in sting operations to catch would-be muggers. In fact, just above the window table, hanging across from the McSorley Nine and the Chowder Club, was a framed full-page Daily News article about Dick’s police work. The headline read bait for muggers atop two pictures of Dick—one where he was dressed like a homeless man, pretending to be passed out on a subway platform, and another of him sitting on a park bench in an ill-fitting polka-dot dress with a tuft of hair poking out from beneath his bonnet. Dick’s assignment was to wait for any of the multitude of thieves and hoodlums who gave seventies New York its fearsome reputation to take a swipe at his purse or yank the string of pearls around his neck. When they did, he pounced.


By the time Dick ended up working the front-room waiter shift at McSorley’s, he had left the force. His police work was daring and heroic, but it also revealed a vigilante streak that remained with him after retirement. Every Saturday morning he’d put an arm around my shoulder and tell a different story from his days prowling the streets for crooks—cracking heads, the look in a perp’s eyes when he’s staring down the barrel of a gun, Serpico shit. Perhaps I was naïve and didn’t understand how dangerous New York was in the decade before I was born. Yes, I had seen my mom get thrown to the sidewalk outside our building during a Christmas Eve mugging one year, and I had heard my father talk of narrowly escaping robbery attempts when he biked home late at night. But when I listened to Dick crow about violent, street-level justice in the NYPD’s good old days, I could barely hide my alarm. My back stiffened, my heart beat faster, I wanted to run away.


One day, Dick, an avid hunter and fisher, led me down to the basement. It was a cold December morning, a week or two after deer season had opened, and he’d just gotten back from a trip upstate. “Take a look in the back box,” he told me, pointing to the smaller of McSorley’s two subterranean walk-in refrigerators. “Old St. Nick is in there, and if you’ve been nice this year maybe he’s got a present for you.” I pulled open the door and there was a freshly killed buck that Dick had shot and brought down from the Catskills. Somebody had pulled a red Santa hat over its head and threaded its front legs through the sleeves of a gray waiter’s jacket. A piece of paper was taped to its chest with the words HO! HO! HO! If my parents hadn’t already explained to me a year or two before this that Santa wasn’t real, I might have been scarred for life.


But customers loved Dick. He had the Irish gift of gab, a way of speaking in aphorisms and witticisms and randy one-liners that delighted the bar crowd. Thankfully, whenever Dick would corner me and launch into hard-boiled cop fables, Lloyd would come to my rescue. He’d grab a liverwurst tube or the refurbished foot-long forty-millimeter antiaircraft shell that had been fired from a US battleship on D-Day (another McSorley’s treasure) and start working the knob, pushing his tongue into the side of his cheek. “That’s right, Jimbo!” he’d shout across the room. “Dicksie’s a real American hero!”


When the clock struck 11 a.m. and the first customers rumbled in, it was my job to take the bar cat, Sawdust, downstairs to the basement. The red tabby was the same color as the wood chips that coated the McSorley’s floor, hence his name, although a handful of old-timers preferred to call him Red. Several generations of bar cats before Sawdust had shared another name, Minnie, but this one’s playful nature and distinctive coloring warranted a break in tradition. He had been a kitten when my father first brought me to the bar, when I was barely more than a toddler, and my earliest memory there wasn’t the rich, fermented aroma of ale soaked into the bar or the sight of my father holding twenty ale-filled mugs. Instead, it was Lloyd teaching me to roll a ball of crumpled aluminum foil across the basement floor and watching Sawdust pounce on it. The cat was probably the first part of McSorley’s that I fell in love with, and when my father brought me in I considered it my duty to watch over the pet.


During some of the quieter weeknight shifts, Sawdust would be allowed to roam the bar, although most of the time he’d just curl up on a chair in the pocket of warmth behind the potbelly stove. Saturdays, however, were too busy for that. By midafternoon, there wouldn’t be a spare seat, and drunk customers had tried (and on occasion succeeded) to swipe previous McSorley cats when the place got too busy for the staff to notice. To get Sawdust downstairs, I’d return to our old game of fetch, rolling a ball of foil across the floor. When the cat bolted out from his resting place to attack the silver prey, I’d scoop him up and head down to the cellar.


The basement was almost as exciting a playground for kids and kittens as the bar. Sawdust would jump into the shadows in the depths of the shelves, and I’d dangle a finger or some string at the edge of his territory, pulling the bait away just before he could snag it with his claws.


I knew I had to get back upstairs by eleven thirty, however, because that was when Larry would show up. Larry was a neighborhood bum, a lanky wraith about six foot one who always had some oversized sweatshirt or jacket dangling off a bony shoulder and bits of lint caught in his mini-twist dreadlocks. Almost every Saturday until sometime in the midnineties, Larry would show up outside the wide picture windows that frame McSorley’s front door, grip the wire grates protecting the glass, and start howling: “LARRRR-RRRYYYYYY! LARRRR-RRRYYYYYY!” He barely spoke besides that, so nobody at the bar could tell if he was screaming his own name, or if he thought someone inside was named Larry, or if he was crying for some long-lost brother or friend or his childhood dog.


The guys of McSorley’s loved when Larry’s routine happened to catch an unsuspecting couple sitting at the window table, and they would leap from their seats and shriek in surprise. It had become tradition to give Larry a ham and cheese sandwich whenever he passed, and I would try to time my trip up from the basement to coincide with his arrival so I could be the server. As soon as I saw him lace his fingers through the wires outside the window, I’d head back to the kitchen and ask the chef for Larry’s lunch. He’d slap together a ham and cheese on rye, slather on a bit of mayonnaise and a few slices of onion, drop it in an aluminum to-go box, and send me on my way. Larry never said thank you in as many words, but he’d give a nod before wandering east down Seventh Street.


Usually, by the time Larry had come and gone, it meant my morning at McSorley’s was nearing its end. My mother would arrive sometime in the early afternoon to scoop me up and take me home or to a matinee movie. By then, the bar would be halfway busy, nowhere near capacity but hectic enough that it could be tough to keep track of a young boy weaving through the thicket of front-room customers.


My mornings typically came to an end with a burger. I’d sit at the tiny two-person table directly across from the taps with my back to the wall and watch my dad work. Before sitting down, though, I’d stand at the bar and wait for him to bring me an ale mug and a can of Diet Coke. A chef from Chinatown named Jackie Ng (mispronounced at McSorley’s as “Noog”) was the acknowledged best cook in those days. His Noog-burger was the preferred meal for much of the staff anytime he was in the kitchen. But Fast Eddie Swenson made my favorite cheeseburger. He’d finish his patties off with a dramatic plume of flame from the grease-coated griddle, and I was a sucker for pyrotechnics.


But the charred beef and steak fries were secondary. Lunch at McSorley’s was really about watching my father work the pumps. He’d tower in his corner of the bar, sizing up every new group of customers as they stepped inside. His arms never stopped moving: grabbing empty mugs off the brass rack in front of the taps, filling them so that an inch of foam would rise just over the lip of the glass, and turning to make change from the cash box. He was so clearly in charge, and I loved seeing him run this New York institution, not much differently from the way John McSorley had run it in 1854, and John’s son Bill after him, and so on over the decades until Geoffrey “Bart” Bartholomew found himself pouring ale at McSorley’s.


My favorite order, back then and ever since, was called two and two—two lights, two darks. As a kid, I just liked the ring of it, the symmetry of sound. But as I grew older, I came to think of two and two as the McSorley’s version of yin and yang, the perfect balance of flavors. Two and two was the ideal order for a pair of lovers, for a couple of quarreling friends, or for a father and son.















CHAPTER 2



Frank’s Curse


I FELL IN LOVE WITH McSorley’s because I was born into it. Just days after my mother gave birth to me at New York Hospital, my father opened one of the black scrapbooks kept behind the bar for visitors to sign. He found a blank page and wrote: “April 1982: Another year, but this one brings a little Bart—my old man should have been here—crazy old place…” Between going to work with my father and listening to his bar stories as a child, McSorley’s was baked into the core of my identity.


But what about the man who introduced me to McSorley’s and taught me to treasure the place? How did my father fall into bar life? He certainly wasn’t raised in it—he grew up in Euclid, Ohio, an eastern suburb of Cleveland. No, my father got his start at McSorley’s in such an obvious way that it’s hard to believe: He drank there.


My father moved to New York City in September 1967, when he was twenty-two years old. He’d finished a bachelor’s degree at Ohio’s College of Wooster that spring and then spent the summer working in a steel mill in Weirton, West Virginia, just across the state line from Steubenville, where his parents had moved. When he arrived in New York, his plan was to enroll at the New School and get a master’s degree in sociology. His first night in the city, he stayed at a youth hostel in the East Village, and that evening he found his way to 15 East Seventh Street and ordered mugs of light and dark.


“New York—fascinating, depressing city,” he wrote in his journal shortly after arriving in Manhattan. “First few days here, spent nights in International Hostel—met three Irishmen, a Scotchman, and an Englishman. Latter were working and traveling their way around the world. Really good talks—at McSorley’s Old Ale House.”


It may have been coincidence that on my father’s first night in New York, he drank and told stories in the very bar where he would make a career and serve ale for more than forty years. But with the role drinking had played in his family life before then, it was little surprise that my dad found his way to a place like McSorley’s, and that once he got there, he never left.


Booze was my father’s birthright. My dad was born July 5, 1945, the second child and first son of Frank and Louise Bartholomew. The same way I can’t remember a day where McSorley’s wasn’t part of my life, my father can scarcely remember a day when his dad wasn’t drunk.


My father’s family lived in eight different two-family houses around Euclid when he was growing up—money problems and late rent meant the Bartholomews could never count on staying put for long. Yet wherever the family happened to be living, Frank would have booze stashed all over the home. He drank cheap Scotch when he could afford it and worked as an auditor for the Cleveland Pneumatic Tool Company until 1957, when he got into an argument with management and quit. After that, Frank found intermittent work as a hotel manager and in a handful of other auditing jobs, but his drinking made it hard to hold on to jobs. When he didn’t have money for Scotch, Frank stuck to quart bottles of Gallo wine. Half-full and empty bottles were stuffed under pillows on the living room couch, slipped into jacket pockets, swaddled in blankets and towels in the linen closet. Frank would stash his bottles in a drunken haze and then forget he’d ever had them to begin with. Once, when my father was still in grade school, he got to class, opened his book bag, and a nearly full bottle of Scotch fell out and shattered all over the floor.


One of Frank’s hiding spots was the laundry chute that connected their apartment to a washer-dryer setup in the basement. The chute had a tendency to get stopped up, and one day, after Louise tossed down a load of clothes that failed to make it to the bottom, she sent my dad downstairs with a broom to try to dislodge the blockage. He was about eight years old at the time. He went to the basement with his older sister, Lina, a few steps behind him, and they stuck their heads up the shaft to see what was obstructing it. All they saw was a dark clump, so my father took the broom and nudged the mass from below. After a few sharp pokes, the clothes came loose, along with the wine bottles that had been holding them up, which were wedged diagonally across the chute.


At least these bottles were empty, so when they tumbled down and smashed on the basement’s cement floor, my dad and his sister didn’t get splattered. But the crash woke Frank, who had been passed out on the couch. When he rushed downstairs to see what had caused the racket, he saw the shattered glass, had no recollection of stuffing the bottles into the laundry chute, and blamed my father for the mess. He made my dad sweep it up, and once the floor was clean Frank lifted him up and threw him against a wall.


Such abuse was a part of everyday life in my father’s childhood home. Frank was nearly always drunk, and at the height of his intoxication, he’d become possessed by venomous rage. My father, the middle child, was Frank’s favored target. Some shred of decency prevented Frank from laying his hands on Lina, his only daughter, or Doug, the baby of the family and younger than my father by four years. Supper was the time of day my dad dreaded most. By then, he knew his father would be plastered and on the warpath, berating Louise, calling her a “blackhearted bitch,” and finding any excuse to spank and smack my father.


My grandmother was Frank’s other regular victim. His violence toward her was typically less forceful than it was toward my dad, but he would often curse her, and several times his physical abuse—slapping and smacking her in the face, threatening to beat her—got severe enough that neighbors called police to the house. My grandmother never wanted to press charges against Frank, so the cops would just take him to the precinct, dry him out overnight in the drunk tank, and then send him home.
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