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Abstract

Restaurants flourished in the nineteenth–century United States as places for enter-
tainment, social positioning, business advancement as well as dining. Women
were admitted with restrictions that affected especially women alone or all-female
groups. The article looks at the management of women’s presence in the quasi-
public space of the restaurant and how attitudes changed. It also examines the iden-
tification of women’s supposed preferences for light, dainty and sweet dishes and
how certain kinds of restaurants started to cater to these tastes.

From the establishment of the first real restaurants in the 1830 until the end
of the Civil War, “Ladies’ Ordinaries” were set aside as dining rooms where
women traveling alone or women in groups could eat in an appropriate environ-
ment. After 1850 more accommodation was made for women shopping and later
for working women. Places called “ice cream saloons” offered genteel and alcohol-
free settings as well as the kinds of food women were thought to prefer. In the latter
half of the nineteenth century women had a number of possibilities for lunch, but
the evening meal, especially at high-end restaurants, tended to be reserved for
women in the company of men. The ability of women to decide where to dine irre-
spective of the presence of male escorts was related to the creation of casual dining
places, and these would take over the restaurant scene after Prohibition.

Under what conditions could women dine at restaurants in nineteenth-century
America? Some establishments did not serve women at all, but most high-class
restaurants admitted women. Often access came with restrictions, particularly
that ladies be accompanied by male escorts. At times arrangements were made for
female customers to dine separately and some accommodation was made for
women traveling alone, dining in all-female groups, and for shoppers and office
workers looking for lunch. The overall trend from 1850 to 1900 was for separate
ladies’ dining rooms to give way to allowing women into the main spaces of
public restaurants, but according to what circumstances (escorted by men, unes-
corted; lunch or evening meal) remained contested.

A related question is at what point did restaurants start not merely to admit
women but to cater to their perceived food preferences? As women participated
more fully in restaurant life, their likes and dislikes became commercially more

Journal of Social History (2014), pp. 1–19
doi:10.1093/jsh/shu042
© The Author 2014. Published by Oxford University Press. All rights reserved.
For permissions, please e-mail: journals.permissions@oup.com.

 Journal of Social History Advance Access published August 7, 2014
 at Y

ale U
niversity on A

ugust 8, 2014
http://jsh.oxfordjournals.org/

D
ow

nloaded from
 

http://jsh.oxfordjournals.org/


important. But distinctively female opinions about attractive cuisine seem to
have been identified only in the mid- to late-nineteenth century. Before the Civil
War there were commonly separate male and female dining spaces, but their
menus show the same sorts of offerings, conveying no sense of any special
women’s (or for that matter men’s) sensibility. By 1850, however, urban shopping
districts included establishments that provided ice cream and other desserts as
well as light meals to a predominantly female clientele. In the closing decades of
the century these were supplemented by ladies’ lunch places, tea shops and
department-store restaurants catering to shoppers and to women working in
offices or as retail clerks. Although usually not formally defined as for women
only, these genteel restaurants eschewed alcohol and provided food conforming
(or supposedly conforming) to women’s tastes: a somewhat inconsistent repertoire
of light food (such as salads) and sweet, even childish treats (ice-cream).

This essay, which discusses women and restaurants, is oriented towards ques-
tions of both place and taste. It looks at how the semi-public space of the restau-
rant was organized for prospective female patrons, and the degree to which dining
establishments tailored their menus to women’s gastronomic styles.

Although I am here writing about the period from 1830, when the first res-
taurants were established in the United States, until the opening of the twentieth
century, the treatment and preferences of female diners are not exclusively
nineteenth-century topics. Some key battles over rights for women in the late
1960s and early 1970s occurred at all-male redoubts such as Mory’s in New
Haven and the Oak Room at the Plaza Hotel in New York. These and a number
of other restaurants, refused to serve women under any circumstances until public
campaigns forced them to change their practice. Even more durable than discrim-
ination are popular notions about what women like to eat. Contemporary media
continue to present women as both finicky and self-indulgent, a set of images
similar to the characterization of female tastes 150 years ago. In the 1989 movie
“When Harry Met Sally,” Harry demonstrates what he sees as Sally’s “high main-
tenance” character by imitating her way of ordering food at a restaurant:

“Waiter, I’ll begin with a house salad, but I don’t want the regular
dressing. I’ll have the balsamic vinegar and oil, but on the side. And
then the salmon with the mustard sauce, but I want the mustard sauce
on the side.” “On the side” is a very big thing for you.

In “Sleepless in Seattle” (1993), the bereaved protagonist is considering dating
again. His friends tell him things have changed since he courted his late wife—
that, for example, he’ll now have to get used to tiramisu. The bewildered widower
has never heard of it, but he is warned that women love this sweet, creamy, choc-
olaty Italian confection.1

The nineteenth century does not provide equivalent moving-picture dia-
logue, but it is not without intriguing examples of food-related gender discrimina-
tion and assertion. During his second tour of the U.S. in 1868, Charles Dickens
was feted by the New York Press Club at a dinner held at Delmonico’s on
Fourteenth Street and Fifth Avenue, then the most celebrated restaurant in
America.2 The banquet, served to 204 men, was marked by Dickens’ gracious
retraction of the harsh criticism he had made of the United States after his first
visit in 1842. A group of women led by Jane Cunningham Croly, a newspaper
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writer, had written to the journalists’ committee that organized the event, asking
to purchase tickets (which cost $15). Although Croly’s husband was managing
editor of the New York World and chair of the committee, the women did not
receive even the courtesy of an answer. Croly and her associates enlisted the
support of Horace Greeley, editor of the Tribune and the most powerful figure in
the newspaper industry. Under Greely’s pressure, the Dickens committee relented
to the extent of allowing the women to subscribe as long as they didn’t think they
would feel “out of place” or “ill at ease.” This ungenerous capitulation arrived
three days before the event and was scorned by the women who had already
planned a different response.

Croly and a group of like-minded friends had by this time decided to form
what would become the first women’s literary and artistic club, named Sorosis, a
botanical term for an agglomeration. The owners of Delmonico’s, attentive to
new business despite the predominantly masculine air of their restaurants, offered
the Sorosis Club a private dining room for its monthly lunch meetings. The first
of these took place on April 20, 1868, two days after the dinner in Dickens’
honor. The Sorosis members invited the great author, but he pleaded another
engagement.

This was at least a partial vindication for the female members of New York’s
intellectual and professional classes. Delmonico’s was sufficiently prominent so that
the Sorosis meetings there attracted attention, often satirical, it’s true. The women
held their luncheons at the Fourteenth-Street Delmonico’s and then at its successor
on Madison Square until 1891 when they moved to Sherry’s, Delmonico’s great
competitor, and subsequently to the newWaldorf Hotel restaurant.

Croly (or “Jennie June” she calls herself as an author) tells the reader of her
American Cookery Book of 1866 that the mere fact of women dining out together
was not new. It was already fashionable for ladies groups to engage a private room
at a stylish restaurant.3 Croly goes on to say that although it is better to hold fancy
lunches at restaurants so as not to fluster the domestic routine, ordinary “ladies
lunches” should be organized at home on a rotating basis so that women can share
the simple but nice food they enjoy. Specific examples of this female cuisine
include chicken salad, omelets, poached eggs with boiled ham, rice cakes with
cold ham, and diced tomatoes with tender broiled lamb chops.4 Here women are
identified with specific culinary choices apart from the question of integrating the
male restaurant world.

The Restaurant

Restaurants in their modern form were first developed in pre-Revolutionary
France. The first American eating establishments that aspired to follow the
Parisian model appeared in the 1820s and 1830s, the most successful and durable
of which was New York’s Delmonico’s. It was founded as a coffee house and
pastry shop in 1827 and turned into a refined French restaurant early in the
1830s.5 Taking meals outside the home was hardly new, of course, but inns set up
for travelers, or taverns which relied on drinkers, or take-out places were not res-
taurants. A restaurant offers meals to an individual or groups during a reasonably
extensive number of hours of the day. Diners can choose what they wish to eat
from multiple menu offerings. The restaurant is distinguished from inns and
taverns by virtue of the choice of dishes afforded, privacy, provision of a relatively
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gracious atmosphere and service, and flexible hours. Rather than a set dinner for
all comers at a single, specific time (the practice of an inn and at what was called
a table d’hôte), restaurants offered meals during a range of hours and served food
that could be selected from a menu to groups seated at tables of different sizes. All
this seems natural now, but restaurant dining has not been a common practice his-
torically. The restaurant’s attractions include the opportunity for patrons to stay
and converse in a way that resembles the older coffeehouse or tea-shop, but with
more extensive food possibilities.6

The advent of the restaurant to international prominence is a phenomenon
of the nineteenth century and corresponds to the dominance of the bourgeoisie.
Elegant restaurants were embraced by members of the commercial and professio-
nal classes as places to entertain or to be seen in a way that the aristocracy, with
their palatial households and extravagant parties, did not need. Although the
number and pretensions of restaurants increased after the Civil War, ostentation
and gourmandise were already well-established in the decades before the con-
flict.7

Privacy and Intimacy

Countries and cultures differed as to what role women might be provided in
the space of the restaurant, one which afforded a degree of privacy and intimacy,
but usually in public view. In Paris there were few restrictions. British and
American visitors in the early part of the nineteenth century claimed to be scan-
dalized by the spectacle of opulent dining establishments where women drank,
laughed and admired themselves in vast mirrors provided for their pleasure.8

In the 1830s and 1840s certain Parisian restaurants were set up for discreetly
illicit meetings, offering private dining rooms and inconspicuous entrances
distant from the main doors.9 This example of the restaurant as a place for affluent
men to entertain women of less-than-respectable social condition was copied in
New York and San Francisco. New York had a dozen or so “private supper rooms”
in the 1840s, and they were understated but ubiquitous in many neighborhoods
of the city after the Civil War.10 These were attached to restaurants, but had their
own entrances. Only couples were served, that is a man or men could not reserve
one of these rooms merely for the sake of ordinary privacy. The meal and drink
charge might be as much as double the price stated on the regular restaurant bill
of fare. There would be a small room with a set table where anything could be
ordered at any time of night. After their meal, the couple adjourned to an adjoin-
ing bedroom.

In the aftermath of the 1849 Gold Rush many more men than women lived in
San Francisco, and for a well-off but lonely male clientele restaurants arranged
monetized opportunities for female companionship.11 Private dining rooms with
couches and a door that could be locked were introduced in the 1850s. Elegant
San Francisco restaurants such as the Poodle Dog and Delmonico’s (no relation to
that of New York other than trademark appropriation) constructed intimate rooms
with their own private entrances from the street.12

Less formal San Francisco restaurants tried impromptu forms of socializing. A
description of San Francisco from 1855 mentions high-end saloons where attrac-
tive young waitresses enticed male customers to order expensive delicacies such as
oysters and game.13 In the 1860s, we are told, notorious women dined alone in
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the finest restaurants—ladies known as “Boston Sal” or “The Girl in Green”—
and they were the only unescorted female patrons on the main floor of the estab-
lishment. In San Francisco, in a reversal of the common pattern, private rooms
were recommended to married men and their wives and families in order to avoid
the raucous mingling of the public areas.14

All this notwithstanding, the American high-end restaurant tended not to
be a place of assignation or intimate festivity. Its management typically was most
comfortable providing for exclusively male conviviality. Lunches were oriented
towards business deals and what would now be considered networking, while
dinners were more festive, confirming status and membership in an elite. The
nature of the formal and informal association varied widely, however. In the
decade after the Civil War, New York had four branches of Delmonico’s and each
served a distinct clientele. At the oldest Delmonico’s at 2 South William Street
(known as the “Citadel”) shipping magnates and bankers were conspicuous; 22
Broad Street served stockbrokers. At the Delmonico’s at Chambers Street and
Broadway, politicians, lawyers and merchants predominated, but as the premises
were across the street from the palatial dry-goods store, A. T. Stewart, ladies also
started to take lunch there. In addition Chambers Street had what was considered
a more refined clientele at dinner when it was given over to parties and entertain-
ment. But it was Fourteenth Street that drew the highest elements of society
during its brief reign, 1862 to 1876. Its rules show the complexity of social boun-
daries and the attempts to regulate female patronage. Here ladies were not
allowed at all in the Café. They were welcome in the Restaurant at dinner, but
only in the company of men. At lunch they could dine only in all-female groups
and in private rooms. Those private rooms could be booked only by groups, not
male-female couples, so as to avoid the sort of goings on associated with the
private supper rooms. August Belmont, a prominent New Yorker of the Gilded
Age, tried to get around this prohibition when he and his wife showed up but
their guests did not. The Belmonts had to eat in the regular public dining room as
they were not permitted by themselves to use the private room which had been
reserved for four.15

Ladies’Ordinaries and Ice Cream Saloons

Even without the activism of the Jennie Crolys of the world, some provision
was made for female customers and there were even efforts to solicit their patron-
age. In 1815 a pastry shop run by François Guerin opened on Lower Broadway in
New York and had a separate ladies’ dining room This didn’t prosper as most
women preferred to walk home for lunch after shopping.16 By the 1830s the city
had grown sufficiently so that many women lived far away from the fine stores and
could be tempted to stay in the neighborhood to dine. A restaurant for women,
termed a “Ladies’ Ordinary,” was opened in 1833 by the proprietors of the
Clinton Lunch on the opposite side of the street. An advertisement for the new
dining venue stated that:

. . .[The Ladies Ordinary] has been opened at the earnest solicitation of several
Gentlemen of high standing who have long regretted that such an establishment
(so necessary for the accommodation of Ladies from the country, and Ladies
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from the upper part of the city, who do not wish to return home to dinner), had
not long since been opened.17

Breakfast and dinner (the latter at midday or early afternoon) were served here,
but not evening meals.18

Hotels commonly marked off spaces for women to dine alone or in groups
unaccompanied by men. Until about 1880, most elegant restaurants were located
in hotels which were, of course, partly designed to accommodate transients
uprooted from their normal routines. Women sometimes traveled alone and had
to be served in some fashion. The first hotel to set aside a Ladies’ Ordinary was
Boston’s Tremont which opened in 1839.19 Large hotels might also offer separate
ladies’ parlors, and the female gathering places often had their own street entrance
so that respectable women could avoid the gaze of loungers who hung about the
main entrance and lobby. The stated intention of providing separate public
accommodation was to avoid confusing respectable with not-respectable women
who had transactions with male hotel guests.20

Although women might be separated from men, their culinary tastes were
deemed similar. The menus for Ladies’ Ordinaries have the same sort of food as
the men’s restaurants, as can be seen for establishments whose women’s and men’s
menus survive from roughly the same time. At the Astor House Hotel in
New York, a Gentlemen’s Ordinary menu for September 9, 1841 offers seventeen
entrées, all rendered in French, including mutton cutlets, duck with olives, maca-
roni “à l’Italienne,” and fried marinated calf’s head.21 A menu for August 25,
1843 from the Ladies’ Ordinary of the same hotel is the oldest menu in the
immense New York Public Library collection. Here the twelve entrées are referred
to as “side dishes” and are presented in English, but we see dishes similar to what
men were offered: mutton cutlets, duck with olives, macaroni, and calf’s head
(here served with brain sauce). The rest of the menu is similarly hearty: sautéed
kidneys with fines herbes, stewed mutton with turnips, breaded veal cutlets with
tomato sauce.22

The American Antiquarian Society has menus from 1845 for the men’s and
women’s restaurants of the Astor House. Both present “side dishes” and the lists
of items are in English.23 On June 12 the men were offered stewed mutton with
peas, baked macaroni, rice cakes, mutton chops with turnips, and small oyster pies
among other delicacies. These have counterparts on the women’s menu of April
20: stewed mutton with turnips, baked macaroni, rice cakes flavored with orange,
and small oyster pies.

The same lack of distinction is seen at the Pulaski Hotel in Savannah. At the
Gentlemen’s Ordinary on April 20, 1857 there were six side dishes: venison
steaks with Port wine sauce, chicken fricasseed, beefsteak and onions, breaded
breast of lamb, rice croquettes, and haricot [of] mutton.24 During the Civil War,
but before the devastation of Georgia (January 31, 1862), the Ladies’ Ordinary
offered baked pigeon pies; stewed kidney with Port wine sauce; veal chops with
pickle sauce; breaded breast of mutton; haricot of mutton, and rice cakes.25

We can also compare men’s and women’s menus from the Burnet House
Hotel in Cincinnati. According to a menu preserved in the diary of an English
traveler in 1855, the two restaurants had different hours of service, so that dinner
was presented at 1:00 in the Gentlemen’s Ordinary and at 2:30 in the Ladies’
Ordinary.26 A ladies’ menu dates from two years earlier, 1853. The sides dishes
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(here again meaning main course) were quite numerous, seventeen for the men,
sixteen for the women. There are no exact matches, but the dishes are very close:
roll of lamb with spinach versus stuffed roll of lamb with mashed carrots; larded
veal cutlets with onions versus veal cutlets with fines herbes; macaroni Italian style
versus macaroni baked and plain. Tongue, pork cutlets and chicken are found on
both menus.27

It won’t do to make too much of the similarity since, among other things,
men in the company of women dined at the ladies’ restaurant (so that it was only
the gentlemen’s restaurant that was rigorously segregated).28 In some establish-
ments there were provisions for single men to infringe on the supposedly pro-
tected women’s space. The United States Hotel in Boston had a Ladies Ordinary
and a Gentlemen’s Ordinary. A menu dated July 30, 1857 requires that single
gentlemen taking their meals in the Ladies’ Ordinary pay an extra dollar per
week.29 The Commercial Hotel in Memphis provided a Ladies Table rather than
an entirely separate room. A menu from June 11, 1857 prohibits men unaccompa-
nied by women from the Ladies Table, but then merely requires a fine in the
event the rule is violated.30 Nevertheless, the Ladies’ Ordinary menus show how
little consideration was given to the notion that women might prefer a different
set of offerings from those provided to men.

Another dining place created for female customers in antebellum America,
the so-called ice cream saloon, served confectionary and ice cream, but also
serious midday meals. Here there was a less formal separation of women from
men, but more of a sense than at the Ladies’ Ordinaries of fulfilling female food
preferences.

Ice cream saloons grew out of confectionary stores, but took on less of a retail
and more of a restaurant form as they proliferated in shopping districts. Lower
Broadway in New York was one such retail center, anchored by A. T. Stewart
which offered several floors of fabrics and general dry goods in plush surroundings.
Built in 1846, it soon attracted ladies’ lunch spots to its proximity as it did not
provide its own dining facilities.31 Thompson’s Ice Cream Saloon, next door to
Stewart’s, is mentioned in a popular serialized novel of 1854 as a resort for women
out on calls and shopping. The store had opened in the 1820s as a confectionary
establishment and café. Far from being a casual or quick stopping place, it was
quite opulent as was Taylor’s, the most famous of these restaurants, which opened
in 1851. Both restaurants were large: Taylor’s main room had 100 tables,
Thompson’s 76. They had vaulted ceilings, marble floors, white walls decorated
with gold leaf and beveled mirrors in gilt frames. They displayed fruit, candy and
flowers on marble counters. A Taylor’s menu from about 1862 is bound in gutta-
percha inlaid with mother of pearl. It runs to 57 pages, half with colored chromo-
lithograph borders. In addition to ice cream and candy, customers could have tea
and sandwiches, non-ice-cream desserts such as sherry cobbler, snacks on the
order of oysters or woodcock on toast, or more ample dishes such as steak and
chicken. The menu was in fact as elaborate as that of elegant New York restau-
rants and so Taylor’s was not entirely a light-fare stop, though it did emphasize ice
cream, pastry and fruit desserts.32

These seemingly impeccable refuges for women had their detractors,
however, as they did not restrict admission. Courting couples could meet, includ-
ing those defying the girl’s parents, or men could even entertain prostitutes, at
least according to contemporary gossip. Taylor’s and Thompson’s were settings for
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journalistic as well as fictional narratives involving reckless love, passion and
infamy. A popular novel of the day warned that ice cream served at such places
was “drugged with passion-inciting vanilla.”33

Bohemians

Not all women in the era before the Civil War looked for a protected dining
environment, and not all men were preoccupied with imposing distinctions of
respectability on women who frequented restaurants. Beginning around 1850
artists, writers, journalists and others who considered themselves unconventional
were identified as “Bohemians,” a designation first applied to artists and intellec-
tuals in Paris and made famous by Henry Murger in his Scenes of Bohemian Life,
published serially between 1845 and 1849.34 The celebrated writer and actress
Jane McIlhenney, known as “Ada Clare,” defined the Bohemian as “a cosmopo-
lite with a general sympathy for the fine arts, and for all things above and beyond
convention.” The Bohemian is free from the constricting rules of society and its
general narrow-mindedness, but is neither a self-sacrificing utopian nor a political
radical. What Ada Clare calls “principles of good taste and feeling” form a guide
to a more joyous as well as authentic life, yet the world of stylish rebellion is never
free of hangers-on, poseurs and the consequent mockery from the established
order.35

The artistic or artsy intelligentsia would make a significant contribution to
restaurant history towards the end of the nineteenth century as its members were
the first American-born patrons of Chinese, Italian and other restaurants origi-
nally set up to cater to immigrant communities. By the 1890s these informal res-
taurants were wildly popular as intriguing alternatives to the extremes of stuffy
upper-class restaurants or dingy working-class ones.36 The first American
Bohemians, however, were not particularly adventurous diners and their gather-
ing places were ordinary cafés, taverns and restaurants that would put up with
them. The most famous venue for the New York Bohemians was Pfaff’s, a
German Rathskeller established in 1855.37 The basement restaurant and bar was
immortalized by Walt Whitman:

The vault at Pfaffs where the drinkers &
laughers meet to eat and drink and carouse;

While on the walk immediately
overhead pass the myriad feet of Broadway

At its tables artists, writers and journalists clustered around Henry Clapp, editor
of The Saturday Press, a self-conscious Bohemian familiar with Parisian artistic
ideas and institutions. Clapp was the organizer of the first American Bohemia,
and Pfaff’s became its meeting place.

Whitman and his companions celebrated Pfaff’s for its beer and champagne
more than for its food. Conviviality and the proprietor’s willingness to allow
credit to his colorful but feckless clientele were as important as food and even
drink. Pfaff’s was also pleasantly unusual for welcoming cultivated women. The
most famous of these was the afore-mentioned Jane McIlhenney/Ada Clare, a
wealthy South Carolinian. Known as the “Queen of Bohemia,” she was described
as “jolly, rollicking and fun-loving.” She had a self-publicized affair with the
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composer Louis Marie Gottschalk, bore a child by him (or perhaps his brother),
followed him to Paris and, despite his caddish rejection, returned to New York
undaunted to become famous as a novelist, newspaper journalist and actress.
Other distinguished women to be seen at Pfaff’s included Anna Ballard, a reporter
for the New York Sun, the actress Adah Isaacs Menken who achieved notoriety
for what appeared to be a bigamous marriage to a prizefighter, the poet Emily
Page, and the writer and water-colorist Mary Freeman.38

The Bohemians at Pfaff’s created a privileged setting for the relative equality
of men and women, but they did not attempt to change established venues in the
manner of Jennie Croly’s assault on Delmonico’s. As long as high society wasn’t
directly challenged, the mingling of men and women was not all that scandalous.
Even if unescorted women dined and drank with men at Pfaff’s and so transgressed
certain commonly observed boundaries, those boundaries were not starkly demar-
cated or well-defended, especially as Bohemian establishments were not as public
as hotels or the venues of fashionable society.

Postwar Options

Bohemian informality, artistic sensibility and spontaneous socializing of men
and women were not accessible to most wealthy or middle-class women. Their
options expanded in the last third of the nineteenth-century, but with certain
restrictions.

The term “Ladies’ Ordinary” doesn’t seem to have outlasted the Civil War.
The latest menu I have seen is for the Pulaski Hotel (Savannah) in 1862, dis-
cussed above. Runner up is the Charleston House Hotel (South Carolina) in
1860.39 An Astor House menu of 1862 is the last Gentlemen’s Ordinary example,
to my knowledge.40 There would continue to be women’s facilities in hotels,
including hotel restaurants. In 1904 the Astor Hotel opened at 45th Street and
Broadway in New York and it included a women’s dining room, reading room and
reception room, but the tendency was to concentrate less on protected spaces and
more on catering to women’s convenience and culinary preferences.41

As opposed to the disappearance of Ladies’ Ordinaries, informal gendered
dining flourished after the War. The closing of Taylor’s in 1866 was deemed a dis-
aster for the more prosperous class of women in New York. The New York Times
lamented the end of business as for some years Taylor’s had been one of the few
places “where ladies could go unattended by gentlemen and satisfy their appetites,
rendered sharp by their shopping excursions.”42 Taylor’s soon reopened at the
southern end of the new retail district, the so-called Ladies Mile from Astor
Place, where the new Stewart’s opened in 1862, up to 23rd Street, along Broadway
and Sixth Avenue. Immense department stores, built like cathedrals and temples,
now provided restaurants for their (predominantly) female clients. Macy’s, built
in 1868, for example, had a “ladies’ lunch room.”43

In the 1880s newspaper advertisements for restaurants used terms such as
“home” or “for ladies and gentlemen” or simply “ice cream” to indicate that they
were safe for respectable women, which tended to mean that they did not serve
alcohol.44 Drinking did not necessarily mean unpleasant behavior, but the
absence of alcoholic beverages guaranteed a sober, refined and tranquil atmos-
phere. Three menus from casual San Francisco eating places dating from the
1870s show that there was some ambiguity about ice cream and alcohol as gender
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markers. Swain & Brown’s at 636 Market Street consisted of two establishments.
The first, called “The Family Bakery,” described itself as a “Ladies Refreshment
Saloon” and offered a fairly elaborate and conventional menu without wine or
other alcoholic items. The second was “The Oyster and Ice Cream Saloon” and it
served wine in addition to the oysters, ice cream and other small plates. The
menu asks gentlemen to refrain from smoking, probably out of deference to ladies,
but the notice also reflects the presence of a significant male clientele.45 The
Market Street Restaurant (783 Market Street) says “For Ladies and Gentlemen”
on its April 1, 1870 menu, and it provided wine and beer but no ice cream.46

Towards the end of the century restaurants started to fashion themselves to
appeal to women working in stores or city office buildings, women whose options
had been limited as they were not going to patronize the bars that served “free
lunches” to men in an atmosphere of jostling, smoking, drinking and other forms
of off-putting behavior. The ice cream saloon evolved into a plainer, less refined
and above all speedier venue as restaurant-owners looked not just at affluent shop-
pers, but also at women working at clerical jobs, an increasingly numerous group
spread out over more of the city than just the grand retail districts. As the
New York Times observed in 1890:

The proprietors of the downtown restaurants have come to regard their female
patrons as an important element, and special pains are taken in many places to
cater to the fair lunchers. While women are not all light eaters, most of them are
partial to dainty tid-bits, pastry and ice cream. Where a man would order a place
of roast beef or spring lamb with peas, a woman would ask for a patty of some
kind or the wing of a fowl.47

This imputation of delicate feminine taste is not quite the equivalent of later
ideas that women like salads or sauce-on-the side, but already the creation of
locales for women dining without men encouraged the identification of women’s
culinary preferences.

The most successful ladies’ restaurants did not refer to themselves as such,
nor did they discourage male customers, but they were able to appeal simultane-
ously to the two main categories of female patrons: shoppers and clerical or sales
workers. Schrafft’s, originally a candy store chain in the Northeast, became a
network of restaurants beginning in 1906. Schrafft’s served coffee, desserts, light
lunches and ice cream. For much of the twentieth century Schrafft’s restaurants
were iconic female dining places, not so much because of any officially protected
ambience, but because they offered the light or “dainty” fare and sweet treats that
women liked. Schrafft’s was able to address the needs of a range of female diners,
some who worked and some whose business in town was unconnected with
making a living. Childs, another chain of lunch places, similarly emphasized
cleanliness, did not provide alcohol and served quick, light meals. Founded in
1889, Childs was a pioneer in centralizing food preparation, creating uniformity
in the look of its establishments, and offering consistent (so predictable) quality,
the model for the fast-food industry of the future. More than Schrafft’s, it catered
to a working (and largely female) clientele.48

The absence of alcohol typified the different sorts of ladies’ restaurants at the
turn of the nineteenth century. Some evolved out of tea shops, especially at the
point that they were open during hours other than late-afternoon (thus serving
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working women), some out of ice cream saloons, and others reflected the aspira-
tions for hygiene and efficiency characteristic of the urban progressive models of
the era and in contrast to the gritty atmosphere of bars and quick-lunch cafés.
Some establishments such as the Automat cafeterias were welcoming and infor-
mal if not quite as gracious as Schrafft’s or department-store restaurants. Their effi-
ciency, low price and bland anonymity provided a place for men as well as women
to dine in cleaner, more tranquil if less convivial settings than free-lunch bars.

Women’s Tastes

It is not as if before 1890 no one thought that women were fond of certain
foods, or that their tastes differed from those of men, but there is little evidence of
interest in women’s food preferences before the last years of the century. One
might expect that cookbooks, written by women for women, would include some
sort of indication of women’s favorites, but that is not the case, even though the
books are often chatty, even hectoring, and offer all manner of household advice.
A woman was not expected to direct her culinary efforts towards pleasing her
husband exclusively (a theme more prominent in twentieth-century cookbooks).
Rather it assumed that she will prepare what is appropriate, and that this will be
what her family will eat.

The most popular American cookbooks, such as The Lady’s Receipt Book by
Miss Leslie (1847) or Mary Randolph’s The Virginia Housewife (1838), say
nothing about women dining together or their preferences. Jennie Croly’s
American Cookery (1866), cited earlier in this article, and Mary Henderson’s
Practical Cooking and Dinner Giving (1876) are early examples of a new trend to
identify ladies’ tastes. Mrs. Henderson says that ladies are especially fond of lunch
and that part of its charm is its informality: friends may drop in unannounced,
there is a colored tablecloth, and the servant remains in the room only to pass
around the first course. Five sample menus served by specific women of Mrs.
Henderson’s circle differ from regular restaurant or male menus, but not dramati-
cally. There is a certain inclination towards creamy and chocolaty desserts;
chicken salad or mayonnaise of chicken; vol-au-vents or pastry scallops as vehicles
for chicken, sweetbreads or oysters. The subsequent section in the cookbook, for
“Gentlemen’s Suppers” begins by saying that men prefer the same sorts of things
as women for a light late-evening meal, but men expect to partake of game and
wine.49

In the 1920s, and especially in the next two decades, a whole genre of cook-
books proliferated that were addressed to men, or designed to tell women what
men like. These contrast the hearty male appetite for spicy, sharp but simple
foods like chili, steak au poivre, or corned-beef hash with women’s inclination
towards frilly salads, gelatin, or whipped cream.50 But this takes us well out of the
nineteenth century and its particular ideas about female dining.

Certainly by the end of the nineteenth century women were thought to be
partial to sweets, cakes, ice cream, salads, and light food generally, but what com-
prised “light food” differed slightly from modern ideas. Nine menus from the
1880s record a series of collaborative lunches, suppers, coffees and teas organized
by a circle of women in Flint, Michigan. All of the meals were served in the late
afternoon. The beautifully printed menus record a preponderance of cakes and
other dessert items (with a partiality for canned peaches), salads, and cold sliced

Women and Restaurants in the Nineteenth-Century United States 11

 at Y
ale U

niversity on A
ugust 8, 2014

http://jsh.oxfordjournals.org/
D

ow
nloaded from

 

http://jsh.oxfordjournals.org/


meat (tongue, roast beef).51 These reflect the choices of a particular group of
friends at a particular time, but could characterize a middle-class women’s gather-
ing until relatively recently, after which cold tongue and canned peaches would
probably not be featured. On a slightly more pretentious level, a Sorosis Club
banquet in 1890 held at the St. Nicholas Hotel in Las Vegas New Mexico began
with Blue Point oysters (hard to obtain in this location but still de rigueur), fol-
lowed by olives, cold cuts (tongue, ham, turkey), chicken salad, escalloped oysters
(the only hot dish), ice cream, jelly and four kinds of cake. Cold dishes, salad and
sweets continue to be deemed appropriate, and presumably the women of Sorosis
had ordered the meal to their specifications.52

Escorted and Unescorted Women

The Ladies’ Ordinaries and ice cream saloons hardly represented the only
possibilities for women to find a meal, only those most frequently codified (for-
mally or not) as female spaces. As has been seen, the Ladies’ Ordinary did not
identify any particularly female tastes, while the ice cream saloons and their suc-
cessors were built and expanded on the premise that women prefer certain foods.
By 1900 there were many modest restaurants where women could take lunch
alone or in female groups, but the evening meal and the high-end restaurant
remained male settings, not in every case men without women, but with the pres-
ence of women defined according to male standards and convenience.

From 1880 until Prohibition the high-end restaurant was a male locale that
admitted and even depended on women, but only under particular circumstances.
Even before the Civil War women accompanied men at many restaurants, both
elegant and not. The Fifth Avenue Hotel was at the top of the New York social
hierarchy, but it did not have separate male and female dining rooms. An illustra-
tion from Harper’s Weekly on the occasion of its opening in 1859 shows men and
women eating together, although there are no women unaccompanied by men.53

Contemporaries remarked on the beautiful women to be seen at the top restau-
rants in the mid-century decades. Ladies were present at the evening meal at the
St. Charles Hotel in New Orleans where, according to an 1857 description, they
were bejeweled and dazzling.54 In a survey of New York published in 1867, Junius
Browne says that the fancy restaurants on Fourteenth Street and Upper Broadway
are attended in the evenings by men accompanied by elegantly and elaborately
attired ladies, “with all the suggestive poetry that night lends to a fine woman.”
There is some danger for these women, however, as they can become intoxicated
not only by wine, but by their awareness of how “lovable to every sense” they
are.55

In both these cases it is the later meal of the day, not lunch, that is associated
with women in the company of men. Browne contrasts the gracious atmosphere
of evening uptown with the (male) hurly-burly of daytime meals in the financial
district. Insofar as restaurants presented a venue for Society, women had to be
present. Business transactions or mere sustenance were satisfied in male lunch
environments, while accommodation was made for respectable women out of the
house for a good reason. Lunch was gender-specific: ladies’ gatherings were
genteel and men lunched boisterously. Banquet dinners tended to be reserved for
men (as with the Dickens event), but evening meals provided celebratory occa-
sions for couples or mixed groups of men and women.
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What restricted women the most was not simple access to restaurants other-
wise regarded as all-male institutions, but what was considered (at least by men)
to be the proper placement of unescorted women. The limited diffusion and short
life of the Ladies’ Ordinary shows that mixing of men and women in public spaces
was not in itself a particularly controversial issue. As long as a woman in the
public area of a high-end restaurant came with a male escort, she was usually
granted access. But the very fact of her admission being debatable and that it was
up to men to determine her eligibility demonstrates an enduring conceptual sub-
ordination. Much of this turns on the simultaneously private and public aspect of
restaurants. Women could gather in private dining rooms as at Delmonico’s, or
they could attend dinners in company with male companions. If they showed up
in public dining areas alone or in an all-female group, they were likely to be con-
sidered not-respectable.

By 1890 at the latest women were commonly seen in the company of men at
fine restaurants and at dining establishments catering to the middle class, espe-
cially what we would refer to as “ethnic” restaurants that were opening all over in
the cities of the East and West coasts. Middle-class women without male escorts
were also routinely served at such restaurants. From quite early on some fancier
restaurants accommodated unescorted women without drama. An English visitor
in the early 1850s noted the presence of women without male company at
Taylor’s and at the Brevoort House. At the Brevoort, a party of women was
seated, ordered their meal, ate it quickly and departed without occasioning any
notice except from the writer.56 Unlike Taylor’s, the Brevoort was not thought of
as intended for a female clientele.

Time of day or, more specifically, of evening was a crucial factor in how res-
taurants treated women on their own. Lunch or tea in a hotel palm court, or ice
cream parlor posed no difficulties, nor did an evening meal in a modest Italian or
French neighborhood restaurant, but dinner at a fashionable establishment was
another story. In the early 1880s Dorion’s Oyster House (on Madison Square in
New York) did not allow unescorted women after 9:00 PM.57 The etiquette col-
umnist for the Chicago Tribune determined that it was acceptable for a woman
dining alone to order a meal at 7:00 PM or before, but no later.58

There were several well-publicized confrontations over unescorted women at
the opening of the new century. In 1900, Rebecca Israel was denied service for
dinner at the raffish Café Boulevard on New York’s Second Avenue. In 1907
Harriet Stanton Blatch (the daughter of Elizabeth Cady Stanton) and Hettie
Wright Graham (a Quaker active in Appalachian education) were barred from
the roof-garden restaurant of the Hoffman House. In response to adverse publi-
city, the Hoffmann House claimed to be defending respectable women from
dining in proximity to non-respectable women. The manager plaintively observed
that in this case the ladies had been offered a table in the (indoor) ladies’ dining
room. The women sued and lost, but they had effectively made their point. In
response to the notion that she was being protected from objectionable females,
Mrs. Blatch observed that she had never, in fact, been bothered by such women:
“When I have been annoyed it has been by men. I do not suppose you make any
effort to keep objectionable men out.”59 Her campaign coincided with efforts by
suffragists who demanded not only the right to vote, but that women be consid-
ered full public actors in public spaces.
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Restaurants’ justifications for their policies of discrimination were two-fold
and contradictory. On the one hand the Hoffman House defense implied that
there were unescorted women of dubious character lurking on the premises from
whom respectable ladies needed to be isolated. Elsewhere, however, women unac-
companied by men might be seated if they were deemed by the front of the house
to be “ladies,” thus the dining room was reserved for respectable women. Rather
than banning unexceptionable ladies so as to avoid proximity to socially compro-
mised women (lest the former feel “uncomfortable”), restaurants would admit
only women of impeccable credentials. Of course even within its own dubious
terms this policy presented difficulties. When pressed by reporters to define
“ladies,” the managers of the Waldorf, Delmonico’s and other fine restaurants
could come up only with tautological formulations—a lady was a women who
looked and carried herself like a lady.60

An additional complication was that by 1900 the category of non-ladies was
considerably broader than allowed for by the stark earlier distinctions between
respectable women and prostitutes. The restaurants with the most éclat at the
beginning of the twentieth century were the so-called “lobster palaces” whose
ostentation was more spectacular, vulgar and considerably less stuffy than that of
the established and socially elite destinations. These restaurants were in theater
districts and offered opulence, champagne, music, spectacle, and rather better
food than one might have expected. They enthusiastically welcomed a
nouveau-riche clientele. The most famous of these was Rector’s, founded in
Chicago in 1884. Its New York branch, opened in 1899, attracted wealthy men
and actresses, chorus girls and other women whose social position was not easy to
place as they were neither members of the bourgeoisie nor prostitutes. A Chicago
reporter described Rector’s as an ideal spot to observe “Saturday night in
Bohemia,” while in New York, Rector’s and its imitators were part of “the million-
aire’s Bohemia.” With the earlier arty Bohemia they shared a tolerant and risqué
atmosphere, but at a previously unlikely level of economic affluence.61 So famous
was Rector’s that a Ziegfeld Follies routine was entitled “If the Tables at Rector’s
Could Talk,” while a French farce was adapted to the Broadway stage as “The Girl
from Rector’s” in 1909 and made into a movie in 1917. Almost as famous as
Rector’s was Mouquin, also near Times Square, which similarly combined opu-
lence with laxity about convention. A well-known painting by William
Glackens, now at the Art Institute of Chicago, entitled Chez Mouquin shows a
man-about-town with a high-class paid companion in the mirrored dining room
of Mouquin. The restaurant aspired to haute cuisine, but, as a regular patron
recalled, “one entered Mouquin’s to shed all forms of seriousness.”62

The gaiety didn’t completely come to an end with America’s entry into the
Great War and the advent of Prohibition. The 1920s are notorious for wild and
lawless challenges to conventionality, but in restaurant history the decade marks
the triumph of bland convenience over luxury. This represented a species of
undeclared victory for women on a number of dining fronts. Prohibition destroyed
elegant restaurants, from traditional Delmonico’s to the easy-going lobster
palaces. The profits on wine and liquor were vital for the success of restaurants,
and of course it was hard to imagine haute cuisine without wine. Men’s free lunch
bars also went out of existence. The places that flourished in the new environ-
ment were luncheonettes, coffee shops, soda and hamburger places, roadside res-
taurants, Chinese restaurants and other ethnic establishments—most of them
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welcoming female customers. Beginning in the 1920s, men showed up at what
had previously been largely female preserves to consume sandwiches and other
light fare served without alcoholic accompaniment.

The law against serving liquor was often defied, but this did not affect the
decline and fall of earlier restaurant models. Speakeasies hardly needed to provide
very serious food. Even when tolerated by the police, their illegality meant they
resembled clubs more than restaurants, private associations rather than public
gathering places. The hard-boiled city reporter of legend might bolt a few drinks
with some indifferent food at speakeasy, but the average male white-collar worker
had a less picturesque if more nourishing lunch.

Conclusion

Restaurants are quasi-public spaces, but patrons come in small groups and
have little to do with those at other tables. Dining out can facilitate transacting
business, celebrating, courting, and firming up friendships. Restaurants amount to
more than just gathering places, or intimate settings, or refueling stops. To
varying degrees restaurants offer actual gastronomic experiences and are in them-
selves destinations. The symbolic importance of what is eaten and the relations
between gender and dining have varied and changed over time. In the second
half of the nineteenth century, as restaurants proliferated and became divided
into different types, women went from being merely tolerated to actively culti-
vated, although they were not always able to partake of restaurants’ offerings in
the easy and unself-conscious manner of men. The desire for all-male company
under some circumstances, for female company under others, and the distinctions
among different types of female company made restaurants and their male cus-
tomers shift the ways in which they “managed” women’s presence and options.
There was a fair amount of leeway with regard to men and women dining
together, but claims by women to act independently, without the putative protec-
tion of men, were met with resistance, especially at the high-end of the dining-out
spectrum.

In the nineteenth century there were certain assumptions about the dangers
of admitting women to restaurants freely, but the supposed standards and expecta-
tions changed not only over the years, but varied with particular places, times of
day and social classes. The most important aspect of this inconsistency is the
eventual emergence of restaurants that recognized women as valuable clients and
that catered to them, with varying degrees of success. By the 1920s women were
able to move with more liberty within restaurants. Plain, efficient but reasonably
gracious restaurants, hallmarks of American dining for much of the past hundred
years, were developed in response to female customers.
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