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Director’s Foreword

Long renowned for his consistent adherence to the classical
design principles of structural coherence, symmetry, and pro-
portion, Duncan Phyfe remains to this day America’s most
famous cabinetmaker. This enduring fame is owed not only to
the exquisite furniture made in his shop but also to the
Metropolitan Museum’s recognition of Phyfe’s achievements
as a designer and craftsman at a very early date. In 1909, as
part of the landmark Hudson-Fulton Celebration exhibition,
an entire section was devoted to his work. The rst acquisitions
of Phyfe furniture were made just two years later, in 1911,
and in 1922 the Museum purchased the iconic watercolor
drawing of the cabinetmaker’s workshop and warehouse at
68-72 Fulton Street illustrated in this volume. That same year,
the rst monographic exhibition on the work of an American
cabinetmaker, “Furniture from the Workshop of Duncan
Phyfe,” was mounted in the galleries. Today, ninety years later,
and in partnership with the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston,
the Museum is proud to present “Duncan Phyfe: Master
Cabinetmaker in New York.”

The exhibition and accompanying publication cover the
full chronological sweep of Phyfe’s distinguished career, from
his earliest Grecian style furniture, which bears the in uence
of his British contemporaries Thomas Sheraton and Thomas
Hope, to his late simpli ed designs in the Grecian Plain style.
The catalogue is the rst major study since Nancy McClelland’s
Duncan Phyfe and the English Regency, published in 1939,
and offers a broad reassessment of the craftsman and his world.

Duncan Phyfe’s life is the quintessential American success
story. Born in 1770 in the Scottish Highlands, Phyfe traveled
by ship to the United States, arriving in the mid-1780s. Appren-
ticed to the cabinetmaking trade probably in New York City,
by the early 1790s he was established as an independent
cabinetmaker. Fifteen years later, a paragon of style and master

cabinetmaker with a brilliant business plan, he had an envi-
able clientele that included some of the city’s wealthiest citi-
zens. And by 1840, his establishment was the largest and most
fashionable in the country.

“Duncan Phyfe: Master Cabinetmaker in New York” is
the third in a series of monographic exhibitions held in the
American Wing that have focused on some of America’s pre-
eminent early cabinetmakers. In 1998, “Honoré Lannuier:
Parisian Cabinetmaker in Federal New York™ explored the
sophisticated French-inspired work of one of Phyfe’s most
able competitors, and in 2005, “John Townsend: Newport
Cabinetmaker” centered on one of colonial Newport’s nest
artisans, whose furniture exempli es the very best of American
design and craft.

We are grateful to Peter M. Kenny and Michael K. Brown,
co-curators of the exhibition, as well as to their talented
research associates and co-authors, Frances F. Bretter and
Matthew A. Thurlow, whose enthusiasm, dedication, and
scholarship inform both the exhibition and this publication.
The American Wing is fortunate to have a devoted follow-
ing of enthusiasts and supporters. For this exhibition, we are
especially grateful to Karen H. Bechtel for her commitment.
We also thank The Henry Luce Foundation, Dr. and Mrs. Paul
Cushman, the Americana Foundation, Mr. Robert L. Froelich,
and the late Mr. Philip Holzer for their broad support of the
department and of this show. The book has been made possible
by The William Cullen Bryant Fellows, who remain a critical
source of support in bringing a range of Metropolitan Museum
publications on American art to the public.

Thomas P. Campbell
Director
The Metropolitan Museum of Art
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Introduction: American lcon

o those with even a passing knowledge of furniture
I history or American antiques, the name Duncan Phyfe
is instantly recognizable. The res of Phyfe’s fame were
brie y extinguished after his passing, but rekindled, as if by poetic
justice, thirty years later by another cabinetmaker, Ernest F.
Hagen, who was apprenticed by his father to the furniture trade
in the 1840s but turned to repairing and reproducing antiques
for some of New York’s prominent old families with the decline
of business after the Civil War. As a craftsman, Hagen could not
help but be impressed by the quality of some of this old furni-
ture, which on one occasion in the early 1880s was revealed to
him by its then owner as the work of Duncan Phyfe (1770-1854).
Upon this discovery, Hagen began a lifelong avocation studying
Phyfe and his fellow early New York cabinetmakers, whom he
romantically linked to a bygone era of craftsmanship and the
great eighteenth-century design traditions of George Hepplewhite
and Thomas Sheraton. The apotheosis of Duncan Phyfe,
described in his own lifetime as the ““United States Rage,” from
a successful furniture maker to an American icon through the
early efforts of Hagen and a coterie of in uential early twentieth-
century scholars, collectors, and connoisseurs provides an
essential context and a logical starting point for this reconsid-
eration of the renowned master cabinetmaker and his work.

Discovery and Early Scholarship

By 1815, within the span of a single generation, Duncan Phyfe
had achieved a remarkable transformation, from a young
immigrant joiner-cabinetmaker to an accomplished master
cabinetmaker and businessman, recognized nationally for his
superbly designed and crafted furniture in the classical, or
Grecian, style. His celebrity seems to have lasted for the equiv-
alent of a second generation, until 1840, when a southern poli-
tician and planter, James Henry Hammond, shopping for
furniture in New York, leveled this stinging critique in a letter
to his wife in Columbia, South Carolina: “[Phyfe] thinks it is still
1836, he is overpriced and out-of-date.”* Was this the isolated
criticism of a single penurious shopper seeking to dissuade his
wife from a name-brand purchase? Or had Phyfe grown aloof

from the changed economic circumstances following the nan-
cial collapse of 1837 and the tastes of customers intrigued by
emerging historical revival styles? Perhaps the latter, for by 1844
he publicly advertised the closing of his business and the sale
of his remaining stock at auction. Phyfe apparently relented
that year, but in 1847 he went through with the sale and shut-
tered his venerable Fulton Street cabinet warehouse for good.

While purely coincidental, as Duncan Phyfe rst contem-
plated retirement, a few blocks away a fteen-year-old immi-
grant destined to become Phyfe’s rst biographer and to help
raise his name to legendary status began his apprenticeship in
the eld. Ernest Ferdinand Hagen (1830-1913), in many respects
like Phyfe himself toward the end of his career, witnessed the
transformation of the New York cabinetmaking trade from
relatively modest concerns that produced bespoke furniture
and ready-made pieces for sale either in their own cabinet
warehouses or at others’ furniture stores to large-scale manu-
factories where hundreds of cabinetmakers and other special-
ists were employed making prodigious quantities of furniture
for sale, at the high end in elaborate, well-stocked emporiums
along Broadway or for export to the American South and the
emerging cities of the Midwest, the Caribbean, and South
America. In his later years Hagen, then in the guise of an ama-
teur historian, looked back on the cabinetmaking trade, recog-
nizing the changes that had occurred during the nineteenth
century, and drafted a perceptive essay on the period, its per-
sonalities, and production: “Personal Experiences of an Old
New York Cabinet Maker”” (1908). The immense importance
of this manuscript has long been recognized by scholars as the
only rsthand account to describe the dynamics of the furni-
ture trade in New York City during the second half of the
nineteenth century.

Hagen'’s recollections begin: “Being born in the City of Ham-
burg in Germany on September 8, 1830, we came to New York
June 22, 1844, after a passage of 47 days in a small German
sailing vessel.”> The Hagens were just one family in a mass
migration of more than six hundred thousand Germans who
ventured to the United States between the 1830s and 1850,
drawn by the opportunity to acquire land as well as to escape

Opposite: Detail of a drawing of two chairs attributed to Duncan Phyfe, ca. 1815 ( g. 149)



religious and political oppression in their homeland. Thousands
of these immigrants chose to settle in New York City, and in
time many would come to participate in the cabinetmaking
trade in workshops on the Lower East Side—an area that
became known as Kleindeutschland, or Little Germany—
making furniture for the low-end furniture stores along the
Bowery and in Chatham Square. Within a year of his arrival,
Hagen was indentured by his father as an apprentice to the
German immigrant cabinetmakers Ernest Krieg and Augustus L.
Dohrmann at 106 Norfolk Street ( g. 1).® There, following the
completion of his apprenticeship, he stayed on until 1853,
when he departed to ply his trade along Broadway, where the
city’s most extensive and fashionable furniture manufactories
and stores were then located. Eventually Hagen went to work
at 335 Broadway for Charles A. Baudouine (1808-1895),
whom he deemed “the leading cabinetmaker of New York.”*
His tenure, however, would be brief, as a result of Baudouine’s
decision, in May 1854, to terminate his business in order to
oversee his real estate investments.

With the demise of Baudouine’s business, Hagen left to ex-
plore opportunities in Milwaukee, St. Louis, and New Orleans.
He eventually returned to New York, in 1858, and together with
his““old friend and shop mate” J. Matthew Meier (1822-1889),
a fellow German immigrant, established a partnership at 106
Norfolk Street. In Hagen’s words, he and Meier at rst
“worked mostly for the trade supplying the furniture stores,
who paid very poorly; and we had to wait a long time to get it
and also lost some pretty large bills altogether by failures.”®
Business continued to deteriorate after the Civil War, with the
New York furniture stores retailing the cheaper products of
the new furniture factories of the Midwest instead of the
smaller New York establishments such as Hagen & Meier. In
spite of these setbacks, however, the two partners were able to

Duncan Phyfe

Figure 1. Ernest F. Hagen (front row
center) and other workmen. Undated
photograph. Courtesy of Elizabeth
Stillinger

develop a private trade among some of the old established
families of New York, repairing, re nishing, and reproducing
antique furniture. Eventually, in response to the Victorian
vogue for integrating antiques into the domestic interior and
the ever-increasing fascination with the nation’s historical
past, they expanded their repertoire to include the sale of old
furniture and ceramics. And over time they attracted an illus-
trious clientele that included members of the Roosevelt and
Havemeyer families, Louis Comfort Tiffany, and leading furni-
ture and decorating establishments such as Herter Brothers,
Leon Marcotte & Company, and Sypher & Company.® The
partnership of Hagen and Meier persisted for three decades until
June 30, 1888, when it was dissolved “by mutual consent.”

Hagen continued on his own for another seventeen years,
until he turned the business over to his sons Frederick E.
(1868-1948) and Henry A. (1877-1927) Hagen in 1905.
Hagen'’s retirement may have allowed him the time to concen-
trate on the research he had been compiling since the 1880s. In
1907, one year before he recorded his “Personal Experiences,”
Hagen wrote his famous “Duncan Phyfe Memorandum,
which has served as a basis for every Phyfe study since.” Here
Hagen related that it was not until the early 1880s, when
Hagen & Meier was beginning to become known as a source
for antiques, that his interest in the master cabinetmaker’s fur-
niture was piqued:

[Miss Louisa Troup] had a lot of Phyfe’s furniture presented
to her by her father, the Colonel, when she was 18 years old,
some of which we reproduced for Mrs. Frederick Bronson,
her grandniece, in 1882 [see g. 7]. This is the rst | ever heard
of Duncan Phyfe, when Mrs. Bronson sent me to [Miss Troup]
to get her consent to copy their dining room chairs. When |
came there, | was received very kindly by Miss Troup, who
told me all about Phyfe and his work.?



This interest in turn prompted Hagen’s study of his renowned
predecessor and the reproduction of Phyfe’s designs by Hagen
& Meier. Eventually, Hagen and his son gained a reputation as
the most authoritative experts on the master cabinetmaker
and his work.

While Hagen may have lacked professional training as a
researcher, he nevertheless did an admirable job investigating
Phyfe. He surveyed the price books and directories, located
Duncan Phyfe’s will, and, perhaps most important, interviewed
family members, thus adding a measure of authority to his
claims.® The research he amassed was published in newspaper
and magazine articles as early as 1894, when “Old New York
Furniture: Early Cabinetmakers Whose Work Is Prized Highly™
appeared in an August edition of The New York Sun: “There
dwells some blocks northwest of the German quarter a German
cabinetmaker who is in love not only with his trade, but also
with its traditions.”

Unquestionably reporting Hagen’s own words, the writer
continues: ““There never was better furniture made than the best
of our day . . . but a few of the early cabinetmakers were won-
derfully skillful. Duncan Phyfe was the greatest of them all. . . .
He came to New York from Scotland at the age of 13, and
probably learned his trade in this city.”

The article also makes the claim that at its height the Phyfe
shop would “employ fully one hundred of the most skillful jour-
neyman cabinetmakers in New York.” And it introduces some
of Phyfe’s contemporaries, including Michael Allison and the
Meeks family of cabinetmakers, whose furniture he describes as
“ugly, but durable.”* Punctuating the text is a series of woodcut
illustrations of furniture—all of it “identi ed” as by Phyfe.

Hagen’s ““Duncan Phyfe Memorandum’ may well have been
written in response to the planning then under way at The
Metropolitan Museum of Art for an exhibition of early Amer-
ican painting and decorative arts. The show was one of the
series of events that made up the Hudson-Fulton Celebration
of 1909, a statewide commemoration of the three-hundredth
anniversary of Henry Hudson’s discovery of the great water-
way that came to bear his name and the centennial of Robert
Fulton’s invention of the steamboat. Spanning seventeen days,
the festivities abounded with replicas of Hudson’s ship, the
Halve Maen (Half Moon), and Fulton’s steamboat, the Clermont,
navigating upriver to Albany. In New York City the celebratory
events included a procession along Broadway and a nine-day
regatta, and Wilbur Wright and Glenn Hammond Curtiss
piloted the rst ights over Manhattan Island. The best-known
cabinetmaker of Fulton’s day, Duncan Phyfe, would also
assume a prominent role.

The Metropolitan Museum observed the occasion by orga-
nizing not one but two major exhibitions.** In homage to
Hudson, it brought together what was then deemed the greatest

assemblage of Dutch painting the country had ever witnessed,
and Fulton was honored by an installation of early American
painting and, for the rst time in an American art museum,
decorative arts. The reviewer for The New York Times heralded
the dual exhibitions, commenting on the American paintings
that “although they include admirable examples [they] are
naturally somewhat eclipsed by the brilliant assembly of
Dutch paintings of the rst order in the adjoining rooms.” As
for the industrial arts, however, he described the American
section as

of extraordinary interest and value, including examples of fur-
niture, silverware, and pottery, ne in quality and so discreetly
chosen as to illustrate the various developments in forms and
styles that took place from the earliest Colonial times to the
period of Fulton’s death. . . . The value of the present exhibi-
tion lies chie y in the fact that the historical interest has not
been allowed to overbalance the aesthetic interest, and the
choice of pieces has been made with strict attention to their
artistic merit as well as to their representative value.™

In his preface to the Hudson-Fulton catalogue, Robert W.
de Forest, Metropolitan Museum trustee and chair of the
Committee on Art Exhibitions for the Hudson-Fulton
Celebration Commission, acknowledged Hagen for contribut-
ing his pioneering research ““on our earliest New York cabinet-
maker, Duncan Phyfe,” together with the collector Richard
Townes Haines Halsey ““for the complete showing of furniture
by Duncan Phyfe.”* In the Architectural Record, the third and

nal gallery was heralded as “the place of honor, the platform
at the end of the series of rooms, [which] was reserved for the
work of Duncan Phyfe, New York’s famous cabinetmaker of
the rst quarter of the nineteenth century” ( g. 2).*

At the time of the exhibition, Halsey owned the most com-
prehensive collection of Duncan Phyfe furniture in America,
which he almost certainly built with the aid of Ernest Hagen.
In 1915 it was described by furniture historian Walter A. Dyer
in House Beautiful as “the largest, and in every way the nest,
collection | have seen.”* Halsey began collecting decorative
arts as early as the 1890s, specializing in early American-
themed English ceramics, miniatures and engravings by colo-
nial artists, and American Neoclassical furniture, notably the
work of Duncan Phyfe—an avocation that over time would
come to eclipse his professional interests on Wall Street as a
member of the New York Stock Exchange. In 1914, Halsey
was elected to the board of trustees of the Metropolitan
Museum, where he would later chair the Committee on the
American Wing, functioning in essence as the Museum’s rst
curator of American decorative arts.

Halsey’s dedication to collecting and studying the furniture
of Duncan Phyfe was clearly the driving force behind the

Introduction: American Icon



{

A
:

£
&
g!
&

Museum’s serious commitment to acquiring and displaying
the work of the master cabinetmaker in the early decades of
the twentieth century. And while Halsey’s furniture never
became part of the Museum’s collection—most of it is now in
the Mabel Brady Garvan Collection of the Yale University Art
Gallery—his keen eye led to the purchase of a number of
superb pieces from the collector Louis Guerineau Myers, as
well as to the important acquisition of the watercolor of
Phyfe’s shop and warehouse (see g. 39), purchased on the eve
of the Museum’s groundbreaking 1922 exhibition “Furniture
from the Workshop of Duncan Phyfe,” the rst exhibition ever
held in an art museum on the work of a single cabinetmaker.*

In all likelihood conceived by Halsey, the exhibition, orga-
nized by the Museum’s young assistant curator of decorative
arts, Charles Over Cornelius ( g. 3), brought together more
than one hundred pieces of furniture. While Halsey was the
principal lender, by this time a cadre of other serious Phyfe
collectors—including Allan B. A. Bradley, Francis P. Garvan,
Louis Guerineau Myers, and Mrs. Harry Horton Benkard—
were available to lend their furniture as well. The exhibition
was accompanied by a catalogue by Cornelius titled Furniture
Masterpieces of Duncan Phyfe ( g. 4). Appropriately, a repro-
duction of the newly acquired watercolor of Phyfe’s shop and
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Figure 3. Charles Over
Cornelius (1890-1937).
Undated photograph, from
Twenty-Fifth Year Record
of the Class of 1913,
Princeton University (1938)

warehouse served as the frontispiece. This was followed by
halftone illustrations of more than fty pieces of furniture and
a group of detailed line drawings by Stanley J. Rowland ( g.5)
displaying the characteristics of Phyfe’s work.*

Cornelius seems to have contributed little if any new
research on Phyfe, deriving his synopsis of Phyfe’s life and
career primarily from Hagen’s 1907 ““Memorandum” and two



additional publications by Walter A. Dyer.” Instead, he chose
to emphasize typical connoisseurship and art-historical con-
cerns—quality and an analysis of the proportion, line, and
decoration of Phyfe furniture. He also placed Phyfe’s work
within the context of the great cabinetmaking traditions of
eighteenth-century England and France: “[Phyfe] in America,
was the heir of this age and helped to prolong it, in the new
land, well into the nineteenth century.”*

Cornelius goes on to explain that Phyfe’s early work shows
the in uence of Hepplewhite, Sheraton, and the craftsmen of
the post-revolutionary French Directoire, which he deems
“legitimate” to the history of furniture design.” Toward Phyfe’s
work after 1825, however, Cornelius is less charitable: “As this
French in uence increased, the heavier forms of the French
Empire came into vogue, and in response to the demands of
his clients, by this time numerous, Phyfe was forced to enter
into a style of work which was much inferior to that of his
earlier days.” And while he notes that “even this heavier work,
with its use of gilt metal, is well made from a craftsman’s point
of view and possesses a certain character in spite of its over-
solidity,” he goes on to castigate “the dark ages of black wal-
nut [that] led him into the labyrinth of bad taste from which
there was no egress.”*

In chapter three of Furniture Masterpieces, Cornelius explains
why Phyfe ““is the only early American cabinet-maker to whom
may be de nitely attributed a large group of pieces.”* Further
elaboration is provided in his 1922 article “The Distinctiveness
of Duncan Phyfe (1757-18547),” published by The Magazine
Antiques to coincide with the exhibition, in which he states
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Figure 4. Cover of Charles Over Cornelius. Furniture Masterpieces of

Duncan Phyfe (1922)
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Figure 5. Stanley J. Rowland.
Drawing of lyres and other
carved details from Furniture
Masterpieces of Duncan
Phyfe (1922), by Charles
Over Cornelius




that “for virtually every type of furniture we have an example,
known absolutely to have come from his workshop through
the possession, in family papers, of bills from Phyfe for the
particular article.”” Cornelius’ statement is hardly credible,
for even today, nearly ninety years later, only a very limited
number of pieces can be linked to bills of sale or other docu-
mentation. Cornelius transcribes the only known invoice at
the time, one sent to Charles N. Bancker from 1816, but there
is no further mention of any other documents or clients. In fact,
it is not until 1929 that the existence of a second Phyfe bill is
noted in print, suggesting that Cornelius was either exaggerat-
ing the number of bills that actually survived at the time or
was engaging in circular reasoning: A speci c furniture form is
listed on a known Phyfe bill; Cornelius is con dent he knows
what that piece of furniture should look like; he nds an
example of the form; and thus can prove his claim.* Along
these lines, Cornelius points out that in contrast to the work of
other craftsmen, Duncan Phyfe’s production is “very distinc-
tive and possesses certain personal qualities which render it (in
most cases) unmistakable.” He observes, for example, that
““one of the most distinctive is the ending of the bottom of the
leg. Below the reeding occurs a turned, bulbous member, which
seems to be, in America, exclusively a Phyfe characteristic.”*
The sentence, however, is atly contradicted by an editorial
comment at the bottom of the page: “It does not necessarily
follow that all tables showing this type of foot are by Phyfe,
however.” This disclaimer was inserted by Homer Eaton Keyes,
editor of The Magazine Antiques.®

Keyes was committed to ““substituting facts for traditional or
romantic stories,” a determination that is evident in the journal’s
response to Cornelius’ book.”” While Keyes must have supported
Cornelius’ efforts to further his readers’ appreciation and under-
standing of Duncan Phyfe, his editorial comments question the
soundness of some of Cornelius’ scholarship. Under a column
titled ““Cobwebs and Dust,” Keyes counsels readers, “It is well
to bear in mind that Phyfe was neither the only furniture maker,
nor the only excellent furniture maker in the New York of his
day.”’® And in a prefatory remark to Cornelius’ article, “The
Distinctiveness of Duncan Phyfe,” he adds: “Perhaps this Phyfe
exhibit—the bringing together of a number of representative
and indisputable examples—may enable the student of furniture
to determine the ear-marks by which even undocumented
pieces may be accurately classi ed. . . . In the following brief
article Mr. Cornelius makes an attempt in this direction. It will,
no doubt, arouse considerable interest,—possibly some con-
troversy.”® Keyes’ admonition has proved to be providential,
as over the years far too many collectors, dealers, and curators
have consulted Cornelius’ Furniture Masterpieces and far too
few have considered the editor’s reservations.

Duncan Phyfe

Stoking Phyfe’s Fame: Reproductions and
Early Collectors

Halsey and Cornelius were the rst art museum curators to
organize an exhibition that examined the work of an early
American cabinetmaker. A landmark event, the project dove-
tailed nicely with the planned interpretive thrust of the Museum’s
new American Wing, which opened on November 10, 1924, to
great fanfare. Explaining the purpose and value of the new wing
six years later, Museum president Robert W. de Forest wrote:

It was not merely historical interest which [the] American
Wing aroused. Collectors came to view our exhibition, as
did women from all states, and students of art, architects
from many cities, designers. And nally, manufacturers and
merchants came, curious about the source of this spontaneous
and intense new public interest.*

Front and center on the rst oor of the American Wing, in the
Gallery of the Early Republic available for close study by all of
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Figure 6. A corner of the Gallery of the Early Republic, the American
Wing, The Metropolitan Museum of Art. Plate X1V, The Homes of Our
Ancestors as Shown in The American Wing of The Metropolitan Museum
of Art of New York (1925), by R. T. H. Halsey and Elizabeth Tower



these interested parties, was furniture, including a sofa with lyre
ends, attributed to the recently lionized Duncan Phyfe ( g. 6).

Interest in authentic early American furniture and ne repro-
ductions began considerably earlier than the opening of
the American Wing. In 1901, The New York Times published
an article with the unwieldy title “Old Colonial Furniture:
Genuine Pieces Are Hard to Find, a Dealer Says. Reproductions
Are Really Better Than Originals—Hand Work and Machine
Work.” The discussion centers on antiques, comments on
“P ffe” and his cabinetmaking contemporaries, and includes
an interview with the now septuagenarian Ernest Hagen, who
offers an enthusiastic endorsement of reproductions: “I like a
genuine old piece when it is good and has been put in proper
condition, but otherwise it is much better to go over on
Fourteenth or Twenty-third Street and get good factory made
furniture.”** Reproductions of Phyfe furniture by Hagen and
his partner, J. Matthew Meier, run the gamut from unlabeled
but relatively easy to recognize as out of period, such as an
armchair they probably reproduced for the Bronsons in 1882
( g. 7), to considerably more dif cult, as in a labeled cane
scroll-back sofa ( g. 8) that could only be positively identi ed
as made in the late nineteenth century by x-raying the joints,
which reveal modern construction methods. Hagen and Meier
also produced and labeled some odd-looking pastiches of old
parts with added carving, including a pillar-and-claw card
table in the collection of the New York State Museum, Albany,
and a music stool at the Newark Museum.*

Figure 7. Hagen & Meier. Armchair, 1882. Mahogany, 32% x 21% x
24%Y4 in. Collection of Richard Hampton Jenrette

Figure 8. Ernest F. Hagen.
Sofa, ca. 1898. Mahogany
and cane, 36 x 59%8 x

30 in. The Metropolitan
Museum of Art, Gift of Lee
McCanliss, 1961 61.254
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Figure 9. Blueprint drawing of lyre-back side chair N0.14199, ca. 1925.
The Company of Master Craftsmen, New York. The American Wing,
The Metropolitan Museum of Art

A variation on the subject is raised a few years later in
an article that appeared in House Beautiful titled “The Cost
of Furniture a Century Ago,” which endorses the concept of
modern copies by contrasting the prices Duncan Phyfe charged
for his furniture with what the same piece would retail for in
1905. While Hagen is not identi ed by name, the article is
based on Phyfe’s 1816 bill to Charles N. Bancker, which was
then in Hagen’s possession. The author compares Phyfe’s
charge for a pier table he billed at $265 with an estimate of
$300 to reproduce it in 1905. For one of his signature pieces,
a lyre-back chair that cost $22 in 1816, it was estimated that
the best cabinetmaker working in 1905 would charge $25 or
$26. The analysis led the writer to conclude that Phyfe’s clients
paid handsomely for their furniture; and, taking into consider-
ation the difference in the purchasing power of the dollar
between 1816 and 1905, readers were prompted to consider

ne reproductions as an alternative to the original.*®

While Ernest Hagen’s sons continued to carry on their father’s
cabinetmaking and antiques business, by the 1920s they must
have faced growing competition, as the market for Duncan
Phyfe “style” furniture was rapidly transformed from one of
handmade to factory-made reproductions. Walter A. Dyer,

Duncan Phyfe

writing for Country Life in 1921, contrasts a period lyre-back
armchair with the Kensington Company’s version, promoting
the latter as ““a modern reproduction based on originals in the
Halsey collection and the Metropolitan Museum.”** While it is
unclear if the Kensington interpretation was formally authorized
by Halsey, he undoubtedly recognized the lucrative potential
as well as the opportunity to ful Il the Metropolitan’s stated
mission of ““encouraging and developing the application of arts
to manufacture and practical life”” and entered into a partner-
ship with William Sloane Cof n, a fellow museum trustee
whose family business was the furniture and decorating rm
W. & J. Sloane.® Under the names Oneidacraft and The Company
of Master Craftsmen, Halsey and Sloane manufactured ne
home furnishings and even marketed a line of “‘registered repro-
ductions,” many of them based on furniture in the American
Wing, including some in Phyfe’s inimitable style then on loan
by Halsey ( g. 9). A sofa adapted from an original owned by
Halsey then on display in the Gallery of the Early Republic in
the American Wing (see g. 6) was W. & J. Sloane’s entry in
the Metropolitan Museum’s “Ninth Annual Exhibition of
American Industrial Art” (March 28—May 23, 1925).%

Furniture in the Phyfe aesthetic was not only the subject of
publications about antiques; interest extended far beyond
their purview to an expanded audience comprising interior
designers, furniture manufacturers, housewives, and even
amateur craftsmen. By 1918 references to Phyfe began to
appear in books and periodicals on home decorating.”” In
1931, Charles Stuart contributed to Arts and Decoration
“Duncan Phyfe Furniture Inspires Modern Craftsmen,”
which illustrated pieces by the Erskine-Danforth Corporation,
the Shaw Furniture Company, the Kittinger Company, the
Richter Furniture Company, and Cooper-Williams, Inc.*®
For those who aspired not only to live with reproduction
Phyfe furniture but to experience the process of actually
creating a masterpiece themselves, Ralph Ogden Buck’s article
in Popular Mechanics Magazine supplied the speci cations
for reproducing atable from the collection of the Metropolitan
Museum.®* And evidently no challenge was too great, as
resourceful designers were poised to adapt Phyfe motifs to
contemporary furniture forms for those embracing a contem-
porary lifestyle. The Sonora Phonograph Company offered not
only phonograph cases in the Italian Renaissance, Louis X1V,
William and Mary, Gothic, Chippendale, Louis XV, Jacobean,
Adam, Colonial, and Queen Anne modes, but the “Highest
Class Talking Machine in the World in the Duncan Phyfe
style.”

Reproductions were not, however, enthusiastically embraced
by one and all. Following the close of “Furniture Masterpieces
of Duncan Phyfe,” Allan B. A. Bradley, one of the lenders to
the exhibition, wrote to Henry W. Kent, warning: ““I realize that



the purpose of the exhibition was largely to encourage the pro-
duction of modern furniture of a high standard of quality and
workmanship, but the repeated reproduction of antique furni-
ture may greatly tend to lessen the interest of the original.”*

Yet there didn’t seem to be any danger of that happening.
Indeed, the dynamism that characterized American decorative
arts in the 1920s rose to a crescendo in 1929 with the landmark
sale and exhibition at the American Art Association of the
extraordinary decorative arts collection assembled by the late
Howard Reifsnyder, a Philadelphia wool merchant.” The his-
toric sale realized $600,000. The high point was reached when
Henry Francis du Pont prevailed over William Randolph
Hearst to purchase the famed Van Pelt high chest for $44,000—
an auction record that would remain unchallenged for decades.
Reifsnyder had been attracted by the arts of his native
Pennsylvania, perhaps most notably the eighteenth-century
school of Philadelphia cabinetmaking, but his collection also
included an upholstered Phyfe sofa he purchased a decade
earlier at the estate sale of Mrs. F. H. Bosworth, described as
“agroup of collections that will bring ardent lovers of American
furniture to their knees.”*

The name “Duncan Phyfe” was important enough in the
cabinetmaker’s lifetime that it was often used to spur interest
by including it in auction advertisements, and by March 1909
furniture recorded as “Phyfe”” was once again being promoted
at auction in the city. Just six months prior to the cabinet-
maker’s debut at the Hudson-Fulton Celebration, Fifth Avenue
Auction Rooms, Inc., conducted a sale highlighting a group of
family pieces that had come down to Mrs. Henry Llewellyn
Dainger eld Lewis Sr., in addition to consignments from the
notable collection formed by the antiques dealer James Curran
of Philadelphia. Lot 63 was given the improbable description
of a “Beautiful old Colonial card table of the Duncan Phyfe
period,” and six subsequent lots were catalogued as “Duncan
Phyfe,” implying the craftsman’s actual handwork.*

Increasingly, “Phyfe” furniture was making its way to the
salesrooms, and, as one could foresee before long, Phyfe’s
name would eventually headline an auction. Anderson Galleries
appears to have initiated this approach, and in a bit of shrewd
marketing scheduled the vendue to coincide with the 1922
exhibition at the Metropolitan Museum.* In 1927 the American
Art Association, the Anderson Galleries’ principal competitor,

Figure 10. Display of Phyfe furniture at the 1929 “Girl Scouts Loan Exhibition,” American Art Association, New York
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offered the collection formed by Alexander M. Hudnut—pur-
portedly the most notable group of Phyfe furniture to come to
auction up to that time. The catalogue included a pro le of
Hudnut that described him as “an intimate friend of Hagen™
and noted that over the years he had acquired pieces in consul-
tation with, if not directly from, him. Riding the wave of Phyfe
enthusiasm, it was reported that the sale witnessed the rise of
Phyfe pieces to “record-breaking gures.”* Two years later,
Anderson Galleries offered “Furniture by Duncan Phyfe & Other
Early American Craftsmen.”*

The marriage of scholarship and collecting was consum-
mated in 1929 by a landmark exhibition to bene t the Girl
Scouts of America, an exhibition organized in recognition of
the advancements that had been made in the study of American
painting and decorative arts, and that had elevated the disci-
pline from the pursuits of the antiquarian to the scholarly realm
of connoisseur and curator.” The concept for the exhibition is
credited to Florence Guerineau Myers, a member of the National
Girl Scouts board, though it was her husband who actually
assumed responsibility for both the displays and the scholarly
catalogue. Like R. T. H. Halsey, Louis Guerineau Myers was
an early and passionate collector of American Neoclassical
furniture and a lender to the 1922 Duncan Phyfe exhibition. He
was also among the rst to develop a keen interest in American
glass and pewter. Myers’ aesthetic intuition and careful attention
to authenticity are evident in the extraordinary quality of the
works he brought together for the exhibition.

Included among the highlights were some of the Reifsnyder
pieces, which, by coincidence, were shown in the same velvet-
draped rooms at the American Art Association where only a
few months earlier they had been dispersed. The exhibition
included paintings, watercolors, lusterware, Chinese export
porcelain, and an outstanding assemblage of approximately

ve hundred glass objects from the collection of George S.
McKearin. But pride of place was given to a superb group of
more than three hundred pieces of furniture arranged in ve
sections: “Early American,” “American Windsors,” “American
Queen Anne and Chippendale,” “Hepplewhite and Sheraton,”
and “Duncan Phyfe” ( g. 10). The lenders to the Phyfe section
included not only the Benkards, the Bradleys, the Garvans,
and of course the Myerses, all of whom had participated in
the 1922 exhibition at the Metropolitan Museum, but a new
group as well: Mrs. J. Amory Haskell, the Walter B. Jenningses,
and Mr. and Mrs. Andrew Varick Stout. Once again, R. T. H.
Halsey was a major lender, but this time he chose to do so
anonymously.

In what must have been viewed as an advanced approach at
the time, Myers attempted to create groupings that re ected the
preferences and characteristics of the regional cabinetmaking
centers of New England, Philadelphia, and Baltimore. As such,
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they underscored his observation that “one of the mysteries of
furniture lore is the absence of any group in any period, until
Phyfe’s time, structurally identi able with New York.”* Myers
then grappled with the challenge of identifying Duncan Phyfe’s
work. His observations suggest a measured approach:

The rst thing we must recognize when trying to make attribu-
tions is that no cabinet-maker with any pretense to popularity
can hope to do more than design and supervise the construc-
tion of his output. This means that Phyfe worked no more
with his own hand than did the famous Chippendale. Then
we also know that men trained in the shop of a master to
certain proportions, methods and mechanics of construction
often separate from him and continue to reproduce the things
his hand is accustomed to, albeit more mechanically and
less carefully.®

And then, either attering his own skills as a connoisseur or
perhaps bowing to pressure exerted by important lenders,
Myers proceeds to describe all but one of the forty-nine
pieces exhibited, including those from his own collection, as
“by Phyfe.”*

Henry Francis du Pont, the preeminent collector of his day,
was the principal lender to the “Girl Scouts Loan Exhibition.”
He does not, however, seem to have contributed any furniture
to the Duncan Phyfe section, possibly because up to this time he
had shown little interest in it. In anticipation of the exhibition,
Albert J. Collings, an established New York antiques dealer,
had con ded in du Pont that he understood the show to have
been concocted by Myers and others in part to in ate the prices
of Phyfe furniture.*® This was perhaps the case. Nevertheless,
the exhibition proved to be responsible for bringing du Pont
and Myers together and nurturing in the former an interest in
the craftsman and his work. Within the year, du Pont had
acquired no fewer than eleven pieces from Myers’ collection,
including a unique worktable with a marble top distinguished
for bearing a Phyfe label (Pl. 10). Shortly after the furniture
arrived at Winterthur, du Pont’s family estate near Wilmington,
Delaware, he wrote to Myers: “Your Phyfe looks beautiful and
I must say that for a long while I could not see Phyfe. Its charm,
however, does grow on one more and more as time goes on.””*

In 1929, du Pont successfully negotiated the purchase of a
superb set of chairs (Pl. 1), along with the original bill docu-
menting their receipt from Duncan Phyfe by the New York
merchant William Bayard in 1807. Years later he would re ect
upon the signi cance of his acquisition. “The Phyfe chairs,”” he
wrote, “pleased me especially because they were not only ne
furniture; they were identi ed.”* Eventually, the Myers and
Bayard furniture would be assembled in the Phyfe Room that
du Pont installed at Winterthur—complete with architectural
woodwork from the home of Moses Rogers, William Bayard’s



Figure 11. Phyfe Room at the Winterthur Museum. Photograph, 1938

next-door neighbor ( g. 11). Du Pont also recognized the
great documentary value of Duncan Phyfe’s personal copy of
The New-York Revised Prices for Manufacturing Cabinet and
Chair Work (1810; see g. 44), as well as that of the only
known copy of the Halliday & Jenkins auction catalogue,
Peremptory and Extensive Auction Sale of Splendid and
Valuable Furniture, which records the dispersal of the Phyfe
shop in 1847. These, too, he brought to Winterthur.®

Between the time of Phyfe’s debut at the Hudson-Fulton
Celebration in 1909 and the “Girl Scouts Loan Exhibition”
exactly two decades later, his furniture came to be viewed both
by connoisseurs and by the public in general as highly artistic
and valuable. The year 1929, with its prominent display at the
American Art Association, would prove to be pivotal as well
for nurturing an appreciation of Duncan Phyfe furniture, as
indicated by fully six more publications on the cabinetmaker
and his work.*® Despite the accolades received by the “Girl
Scouts Loan Exhibition,” some began to question in print
whether the burgeoning enthusiasm for Phyfe had come at the
expense of objectivity and fairness.

Reassessment and Scholarly Synthesis

The next true high-water mark in Phyfe studies, after the 1922
exhibition at the Metropolitan Museum and its accompanying
catalogue, arrived in 1939 with the publication of Duncan
Phyfe and the English Regency, 1795-1830, by Nancy Vincent

McClelland (1876/77-1959). In the intervening years, however,
a number of important articles and essays were written, some
of which sought to counterbalance the adulation Phyfe was
receiving and to challenge the scholarly approach of Hagen,
Halsey, Cornelius, and a growing coterie of collectors and
dealers giving easy answers to hard questions about attribu-
tions. In his book Genuine Antique Furniture (1929), Arthur
de Bles concedes that “Phyfe had his moments of genius,” but
goes on to say, “[W]e fear, from such study as we have been
able to make of his work at the exhibition at the Metropolitan
Museum some years ago and of the pieces attributed to him in
the American Wing, that his worth has been considerably
overrated at the expense of better men,” including the Newport
craftsman John Goddard (1723-1785) and his Philadelphia
counterpart, William Savery (1721-1787).”

William Macpherson Hornor Jr., writing for Country Life,
added the name of a third cabinetmaker, Philadelphian Henry
Connelly (1770-1826), whom he lauded as another “worthy
luminary in the annals of furniture design and artistry,” adding,
“When the importance of his productions is fully appreciated,
it is certain that Connelly—not Phyfe—wiill be recognized as the
outstanding craftsman of the period.”*® Hornor, an inveterate
advocate for the Philadelphia school, it seems made it his per-
sonal mission to take Phyfe down from his pedestal and to
draw Phyfe’s devotees into a reasoned debate, with observations
such as the following: “General types and periods are ascribed to
his hand and eye without reserve, until it would almost appear
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that he alone is to be studied, praised, and credited with all the
ne articles for household use and adornment originating in
America during the rst half of the nineteenth century.”*

In 1930, Hornor published an important—and conten-
tious—article on Phyfe in the pages of The Antiquarian.® He
began with a harsh critique of past Phyfe scholarship, dismissing
most of it as a “response to the popular demand for knowledge
concerning the makers of our antique furniture, coupled with
natural romantic instincts” and a “pretty tradition of Duncan
Phyfe’s initial career [that] has sprung into being and fascinated
the public mind.” He then went on to debunk some of the
multitude of “traditions” that had been printed and reprinted
over the years.®* At the same time, Hornor offered readers new
insights about Phyfe’s real estate holdings and introduced
additional family members who had made their livelihood in
the cabinet and related trades. Furthermore, he reminded his
readers that there were “numerous other good artisans and
worthy proprietors of cabinet shops in New York . . . they all
had access to the same pattern books, they served a fashionable
clientéle, they could employ the same carvers and journeymen,
and were themselves just as capable, as well established and as
successful as Phyfe.”® Even Hornor’s illustrations made a key
scholarly contribution, as they included the 1807 invoice to
William Bayard that had only recently been uncovered and
eight pieces of furniture believed to be those listed therein. Aside
from some of the Phyfe family furniture pictured in an article
by James Collier Marshall in 1915, the Bayard commission
was the rst of Phyfe’s documented work to be published.®

To this day, Hornor’s edifying revisionist article remains a
central contribution to Phyfe scholarship. Perhaps the lone
criticism that can be leveled is that he continued to promulgate
the general perception that Phyfe’s work deteriorated after 1825:

Even Phyfe’s greatest exponents concur that his later pro-
ductions show a tendency to disregard accepted traditions
and adopt the newer, admittedly incorrect forms for which
there was a ready market. Any good craftsman could supply
such objects, but a true artist would never degrade himself by
allowing them to leave his shop, for, if born a genius, he
could create a taste for orthodox patterns out of his own
imagination.*

Taking up Hornor’s cry for a more reasoned approach to
New York furniture scholarship was the newly minted curator
of the American Wing, Joseph P. Downs, who together with
assistant curator Ruth Ralston in 1934 mounted “A Loan
Exhibition of New York State Furniture.” The exhibition was
accompanied by a catalogue which included an essay that
identi ed attributes of New York furniture and introduced a
number of makers and manufacturers, eighteen of whom were
represented by signed or labeled examples. The catalogue

Duncan Phyfe

Figure 12. Nancy Vincent McClelland (1876/77-1959). Undated photo-
graph. Nancy McClelland Archive, Cooper-Hewitt, National Design
Museum, Smithsonian Institution

recorded more than two hundred pieces of furniture, twenty-
seven of which were illustrated, along with detailed entries
providing a range of information including primary and sec-
ondary woods, provenance, period inscriptions, and, on occa-
sion, a curatorial observation.

Walter Rendell Storey, in his review for Parnassus, remarked
that the exhibition had clearly established that New York State
had enjoyed a much richer cabinetmaking tradition than
had previously been thought. He noted that while New York
cabinetmaking is closely identi ed with Duncan Phyfe, Phyfe’s
actual contribution had been narrowed down by the organizers,
as he had been the subject of the Museum’s 1922 exhibition.
Nevertheless, Storey wrote:

Phyfe’s fame as an outstanding craftsman is not . . . detracted
from by the discovery and inclusion in the exhibition of the
work of some of his contemporaries, such as George Woodruff
and Michael Allison, so well done that it might have been
mistaken for his own. What these pieces do suggest is that
we should no longer attribute to Phyfe every ne piece of
furniture in the Sheraton or Empire style made in his time.®

Be that as it may, Downs and Ralston, with the “Loan
Exhibition of New York State Furniture,” did contribute,
albeit minimally, to Phyfe scholarship. They published for the



rst time the writing table and bookcase said to have been
made for Thomas Lattimer Bowie, which bore a Phyfe label
dated 1820 (PI. 25), and they included collector Henry Francis
du Pont’s previously mentioned labeled worktable dating from
1811-16. In the catalogue, Downs and Ralston cite the exis-
tence of Phyfe’s own copy of The New-York Revised Prices for
Manufacturing Cabinet and Chair Work (1810), as well as the
Halliday & Jenkins printed catalogue recording the dispersal
of “Messrs. Duncan Phyfe and Son” in 1847. Refreshingly,
they were for the most part cautious in their attributions, stat-
ing that some of the undocumented pieces were “probably
made by Duncan Phyfe.” In constructing a more expansive pic-
ture of New York cabinetmaking, the “Loan Exhibition of
New York State Furniture” at last began to identify the attri-
butes of that regional school, and nally crossed the mythical,
forbidden 1825 dateline for furniture studies, acknowledging
the contributions of the subsequent stylistic periods and gen-
erations of craftsmen, including the work of the Meekses,
Elijah Galusha, and John Henry Belter.
Hornor’s instructive article threw down the gauntlet for
future Phyfe scholars, challenging them to be more thorough
in their research, more demanding of documentation, and more

Figure 13. Cover of the limited numbered edition of Nancy Vincent
McClelland, Duncan Phyfe and the English Regency, 1795-1830 (1939)

conscientious about their attributions. When Nancy McClelland
( g. 12) embarked on research for Duncan Phyfe and the
English Regency, 1795-1830, she clearly understood that
Hornor, Downs, and Ralston had signi cantly raised the bar.
Undaunted, she strove to synthesize previous scholarship and
produced a grand and elegant study of Phyfe in the context of
international style that to this day remains a classic. Published
in 1939 in the depths of the Great Depression, the boxed rst
edition was offered for the hefty prepublication price of $15
per copy. A limited number of deluxe copies, autographed by
the author and bound in a reproduction Regency fabric woven
under her direction, were also offered to a select group of her
“friends, acquaintances, and business associates” ( g. 13).
Publisher William R. Scott, in announcing the book’s publica-
tion, touted it, for the following reasons, as ““a genuine contri-
bution to an important eld”:

FIRST, the classic Regency period is the coming trend in deco-
ration, and this is the book that covers it completely; SECOND,
Duncan Phyfe is the outstanding exponent of the classic style
in America, and this book gives the rst comprehensive account
of the man, his background, and his work, based on the dis-
covery of a large amount of new material; THIRD, much
new light is shed on Phyfe’s competitors, all of whom derived
their inspiration from England but in varying degrees invested
their work with American spirit and individual interpreta-
tion; FOURTH, by dint of persevering detective work, Miss
McClelland has tracked down thirty-seven of Duncan Phyfe’s
customers, the furniture they bought, the bills they received
from Phyfe, and the present location of various pieces.®

While there is truth to all these claims, it is the rst that best
represents the book’s principal raison d’étre and was most
closely aligned with McClelland’s professional expertise and
interests, and the second and fourth that re ect her regard for
the high standards of scholarship practiced by Hornor and
Downs. An accomplished, entrepreneurial, and well-respected
interior decorator and the proprietor of Nancy McClelland,
Inc., in New York City, McClelland recognized an opportunity
with this book to place America’s best-known cabinetmaker
and his furniture in the mainstream of the Regency Revival, a
decorating trend started in England just after World War | that
remained in full force in the 1930s.

One of the early proponents of the Regency Revival in England
was Edward Knoblock, an expatriate American actor who had
decorated several homes with authentic period furnishings,
including some pieces designed by Thomas Hope that he had
acquired in 1917 at the sale of the contents of The Deepdene,
Hope’s country house near Dorking, Surrey. McClelland
drafted Knoblock to write the foreword for Duncan Phyfe and
the English Regency, and he produced a breezy fteen pages
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on the Regency style that ends with a paragraph in praise of
Phyfe, who is described as a “keen advocate” in the United
States and who “may justly be looked upon as the American
‘opposite’ to Thomas Hope.” Also included in the book is a
pictorial supplement on Regency design that depicts period
furniture and metalwork from London and New York dealers,
interior decorating rms, and private owners, and contempo-
rary photographs of interiors in the Regency Revival style.
Among these were a dining room and library with Thomas
Hope furniture from Knoblock’s London house, the drawing
room of the late Charles Over Cornelius, and the dining room
in the House of History, the 1816 James Vanderpoel house in
Kinderhook, New York.*

McClelland was not a furniture expert in the mold of Hornor
or Downs, and her essay on Phyfe’s “Work and Manner’” largely
re ects the style and content of Cornelius’ 1922 Furniture
Masterpieces of Duncan Phyfe. This is especially apparent when
she illustrates and discusses the full range of Phyfe forms and
decorative motifs, going so far as to reprint Stanley J. Rowland’s
detailed line drawing from the earlier publication as an appen-
dix (see g. 5). In light of the new standards for documenta-
tion and the emerging interest in local schools of cabinetmaking
established by Hornor and Downs and Ralston, McClelland,
to her credit, did present two previously unpublished Phyfe
labels on worktables and a D. Phyfe & Sons trade card on a
pier table, as well as images of labeled furniture by some of
Phyfe’s contemporaries in Boston, Salem, and Philadelphia.

McClelland attempted to add many more examples to
Phyfe’s documented oeuvre by bringing to light furniture with
histories of ownership in families believed to have been original
clients. Unfortunately, this attempt is marred by the fact that
the author lends as much credence to traditional oral histories
as she does to documented evidence. Thirty-seven “original”
Phyfe clients are listed in alphabetical order, and the “Phyfe”
furniture they inherited is illustrated and discussed. An example
of a well-documented history is the pair of John Wells pier
tables (PI. 16), one of which is illustrated, along with the partial
transcription of a letter written by Wells in 1815 on his honey-
moon trip to Boston asking his sister-in-law in New York to
oversee his order from Phyfe.

Furniture without documented proof but only a traditional
history of having been made by Phyfe is represented by chairs
and a dining table end inherited by the descendants of Charles
Gustavus Smedberg, an immigrant Swede who arrived in
New York in 1812 as the representative of a British bank.
According to family tradition, Smedberg “once did a great
favor for Duncan Phyfe who, to show his appreciation, pre-
sented him with a sideboard, a dining table and twenty-four
chairs.”” McClelland then relates how the furniture was divided
up among later descendants. Two dining table ends wound up
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in the possession of Mrs. Carl G. Smedberg of Summit, New
Jersey (the center part belonged at the time to Mrs. Edward
Carnes Weeks, who “cut it down”’); twelve of the dining chairs
were in the possession of Adolphus Smedberg of New York;
and the sideboard was said to have been sold at auction in
Saugerties, New York, in 1874 and purchased by a member of
the Livingston family.®

The story of the Smedberg sideboard underscores one of the
problems with traditional histories, for once a piece of furni-
ture leaves the family line and is purchased by another promi-
nent family (in this case the Livingstons, two of whom are also
listed as original Phyfe clients by McClelland without any cor-
roborating evidence), what is to keep that piece (here the side-
board) from becoming an “original” family possession in
subsequent generations? Another distortion results from the
prominence gained by Phyfe as a result of the two exhibitions
on the cabinetmaker’s work held at the Metropolitan Museum
in 1909 and 1922. What New York family with “Phyfe”
style furniture would not have wanted earlier generations
to have patronized the master cabinetmaker? In essence,
once Cornelius’ book was published and people—including
McClelland—Ilearned the hallmarks of the Phyfe style, the
well was poisoned. It could have worked like this: Nancy
McClelland is summoned by a prominent New York family to
see its “Phyfe” furniture, which they are certain—but lacking
in proof—was purchased by their relative from the cabinet-
maker himself. McClelland sees the furniture and, based on
her knowledge of what Phyfe furniture should look like, pro-
claims the owner correct and adds said relative to a list of
original Phyfe clients. A perfect example of circular reasoning.

When considering traditional histories, it is helpful also to
remember that John Wells in the 1815 letter to his sister-in-law
in New York instructed her to go to Phyfe for the pier tables,
because “tables you will get best at Phyfe’s than elsewhere.”
He did not, however, restrict her choice of cabinetmakers for
the chairs and bedroom furniture he also asked her to procure
for him. Some, perhaps even a majority, of the testimonials
given to McClelland by families with “Phyfe” furniture are
accurate, or at least partially so, but traditional histories, for
the reasons cited above, are notoriously unreliable.

MccClelland’s pursuit of Phyfe family documents resulted in
at least one disappointing discovery. Among her papers in the
archives at the Cooper-Hewitt, National Design Museum in
New York are some unpublished notes about important Phyfe
artifacts and business records. Two sheets titled “Phyfe Notes”
record a conversation between McClelland and a Mr. Harry
Bland, who informed her that on December 21, 1921, Samuel
Marx held a sale in his auction rooms on Twenty-third Street in
Manhattan of furniture from the estate of Duncan Phyfe, not
the cabinetmaker but his grandson, the son of James Duncan



Phyfe. According to Bland, included in the sale was the *“ tted
chest of tools” now on loan from descendants of Duncan Phyfe
to the New-York Historical Society (see frontispiece on page 22),
as well as a workbench and six or seven lots of tools, all now
missing. Lot 44 was reported to be ““a box containing old account
books and papers of Duncan Phyfe,” possibly the business re-
cords ominously referred to in another of McClelland’s notes,
which reads: “Mr. Ormsbee [the furniture historian] tells me
that he missed having Duncan Phyfe’s account books by three
months,” and that a Mrs. Lawson Phyfe, of Cold Spring,
New York, stated that she “had just cleared out all of Phyfe’s
papers.” Scholars have been searching for these account books
and Phyfe’s business papers in vain for more than a century.
Apparently, Ormsbee and McClelland came tantalizingly close
to getting them.

The script of an address delivered to the National Arts Club
in November 1940, also among McClelland’s papers, includes
some charming and informative anecdotes about the pressures
of producing a major book while maintaining a busy schedule—
MccClelland’s editor bribed her weekly with boxes of orchids,
gardenias, camellias, and ““‘sometimes a big spicy striped carna-
tion made up of half a dozen bunched together”—and dealing
with surviving members of the Phyfe clan, some of whom, as a
result of the sizable fortune left by Duncan Phyfe “and disputes
over it [that] seem to have sown dissension between many
branches of the family,” were ““at swords’ points with others.”
According to McClelland, one descendant, Percy Vail, Duncan
Phyfe’s eighty-year-old great-grandson, could be quite irascible,
responding to her rst request for an interview with, “I am
weary of it all,” and her second with, “I am feeling a little more
weary now.”

With an extensive appendix that includes Hagen’s “Duncan
Phyfe Memorandum,” a genealogy of three generations of the
Phyfe family in America, a listing of Duncan Phyfe’s real estate
holdings and deeds of conveyance, and the inventory of the
contents of Phyfe’s home at the time of his death, McClelland’s
magisterial Duncan Phyfe and the English Regency was a
watershed publication that in its comprehensiveness made it
the nal word on Phyfe for years to come. Proof of this is the
fact that in the more than seventy years since it was published,
no scholar has taken Phyfe on in such an all-embracing manner.

Legacy of an American Icon

McClelland’s artful elevation of Duncan Phyfe into the main-
stream of Regency Revival interior design cemented his status as
a world-class interpreter of the classical mode. Not surprisingly,
therefore, Phyfe furniture, then more than ever considered the
epitome of American high style, became enshrined in some of
the nation’s elite historic houses and museums. Winterthur’s

Phyfe Room, which Henry Francis du Pont had installed earlier,
became an object lesson in taste when this grand country
house was opened as a museum to the public in 1951. At the
White House, Jacqueline Kennedy “assumed a new role for a
rst lady, that of a curator and lady of the manor,” and initi-
ated a program in 1961 that continues to this day of collecting
and decorating with furniture by America’s acknowledged
masters of Neoclassical design: Samuel Mclintire, John and
Thomas Seymour, Charles-Honoré Lannuier, and, of course,
Duncan Phyfe.* At Boscobel Restoration in Garrison-on-
Hudson, New York, American Wing curator Berry B. Tracy
was engaged by the project’s sponsor, Mrs. Lila Acheson
Wallace of the Reader’s Digest fortune, to reinterpret and
redecorate this 1808 Neoclassical house in 1977, making it a
virtual showcase of Phyfe furniture. And in 1980 and 1984,
the American Wing added two more period rooms lled with
Phyfe furniture—the Richmond Room (1810) and the Greek
Revival Parlor (ca. 1835)—to its extensive array of historic
interiors. Also beginning in the 1970s and continuing to the
present, superbly documented furniture from the workshop of
Duncan Phyfe made for Robert Donaldson of Fayetteville and
New York in 1822 and 1826 and for South Carolinian John
Laurence Manning in 1841 has been successfully returned to
its historic settings: Edgewater in Barrytown, New York, and
Millford Plantation near Pine Woods, South Carolina, by the
preservationist and collector Richard Hampton Jenrette.

The aforementioned Berry B. Tracy (1933-1984) and the
architect and interior design consultant Edward Vason Jones
(1909-1980), who worked for him at the Metropolitan in the
1960s and 1970s and on renovations to the White House dur-
ing the Nixon, Ford, and Carter administrations ( g. 14), were
the pivotal gures in the Phyfe story after McClelland. At the
age of twenty-seven, Tracy became assistant curator of the
Newark Museum and three years later conceived a brilliant
exhibition titled “Classical America, 1815-1845,” featuring
the ne and decorative arts of this period. The show was sup-
ported by Newark Museum trustee Charles Engelhard and his
wife, Jane, and through them and its resounding success Tracy
achieved national recognition and gained entrée to leading
collectors and patrons of the arts. Henry Francis du Pont was
said to be “blown away” by the display, which included sev-
eral pieces of furniture documented and attributed to Duncan
Phyfe in his previously neglected late Grecian style.”

In 1964, Tracy came to the Metropolitan Museum as assis-
tant curator in the American Wing, where his fervor for later
nineteenth-century decorative arts was met with approval by
then head of the American Wing, James Biddle. By 1968, Tracy
was in charge, and he embarked on an ambitious program of
acquiring a cross section of decorative arts from the 1820s to the
early 1900s. Tracy was remarkably acquisitive, and his contacts
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Figure 14. Green Room, The White House, during the Nixon administration. Photograph, 1971. White House Historical Association, Washington, D.C.

with antiques collectors, “pickers,” and dealers legendary; in
his dragnet he would catch a pier table which he attributed to
Phyfe and had borrowed earlier for the Newark show. That
table, along with a suite of mahogany seating furniture in
Phyfe’s late Grecian Plain style purchased in 1966 from direct
descendants of its original owner, Samuel Foot, now stands in
the Greek Revival Parlor of the American Wing.

A dynamic visionary, Tracy was intent on pushing the
American Wing a hundred years forward, past its traditional
collecting terminus date of about 1820. The culmination of his
work throughout the 1960s was ““19th-Century America,” a
landmark exhibition mounted in 1970 to celebrate the Museum’s
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one hundredth anniversary. It was here that Tracy, in a series
of period room settings depicting the prevailing nineteenth-
century Greek, Rococo, Gothic, and Renaissance Revival styles,
planned and executed, in consultation with Edward Vason Jones,
a dress rehearsal of what he hoped to achieve permanently in a
new and expanded American Wing, which opened with his
dream at least partially ful lled in 1980.

As comfortable as Tracy was with the various historical
revival styles of the nineteenth century, his rst love, and that
of Jones as well, was the furniture of Duncan Phyfe in all its
stylistic guises, from the early 1800s into the 1840s. Their
attributions to Phyfe were many and expressed with extreme



con dence. Yet despite their deep experience and knowledge,
their record of serious published scholarship on Phyfe is thin,
with Tracy’s restricted to an essay and catalogue entries on the
collection at Boscobel and Jones’ to a single article in The
American Art Journal titled “Two Creative Geniuses of Federal
New York’ that deals with how to separate the work of Duncan
Phyfe from that of Charles-Honoré Lannuier in furniture of
very similar design.” Tracy had planned to write a book on
New York furniture of the Federal period, and under the auspices
of the Metropolitan Museum hired grant-funded researchers
to comb the New York directories, newspapers, and jury lists
in preparation. Phyfe and his work would have formed a large
segment of this book had it ever come to fruition. When Tracy
left the Museum in 1981, he took this research material with
him. But he never produced the book. His estate eventually
returned the material to the American Wing, where it has
proved helpful to the current authors and for the Museum’s
1998 book and exhibition on Lannuier.

With Tracy and Jones in hegemonic roles as impresarios and
connoisseurs in all matters Phyfe, scholarship on the cabinet-
maker was taking a more serious bent. In 1978 a graduate
student in the Winterthur Program in Early American Culture
revisited the cabinetmaker and his career in a master’s thesis, the
stated purpose of which was “[to] reexamine and reevaluate”
received knowledge on Phyfe. To that end, new and previously
examined primary and secondary materials were consulted to
provide a clearer understanding of Phyfe’s cabinetmaking
business and to assess his importance in the trade as well as his
role as a tastemaker. A group of labeled pieces known at the time
were also examined and studied, although these, in the author’s
own words, “did not gure prominently in my study.””

More recent articles by Jeanne Vibert Sloane on the furni-
ture Phyfe supplied to James Lefferts Brinckerhoff of New York
City in 1816, by Thomas Gordon Smith on a large Phyfe com-
mission for Millford Plantation in South Carolina in 1841,
and by Paul M. Haygood and Matthew A. Thurlow on the
furniture purchased from Phyfe in 1836 by the planter Lewis
Stirling for Wake eld, his home in Saint Francisville, Louisiana,
have taken a refreshing turn toward documentation and, in
the case of the last two, exploring Phyfe’s often neglected later
work.” A thought-provoking exhibition held at the Museum
of the City of New York in 1993, “Is It Phyfe?,”” and an epony-
mous follow-up article by its curator, Deborah Dependahl
Waters, posed a question that one would have thought had
been answered long ago in the hundred-plus years since Ernest
Hagen’s discovery of the cabinetmaker and through the efforts
of Cornelius, McClelland, Tracy, and numerous others to
explicate his work.™ The title and the content of the article in
fact serve as a challenge as well to those who would pose an
easy answer to such a complex question.

The present study of Phyfe seems long overdue. A broad
reassessment of Duncan Phyfe and his world, it attempts to
document as complete a picture as possible of the cabinetmaker’s
work over the course of his long career. In 1997 a number of
curators of ne and decorative arts from American museums
were asked to select and write about an iconic object from
their collection to celebrate the seventy- fth anniversary of The
Magazine Antiques. Morrison Heckscher, longtime curator in
the American Wing of the Metropolitan Museum, chose the
famous watercolor that depicts Phyfe’s shop and warehouse
(see g.39), declaring it to be “[of] supreme antiquarian inter-
est.” Phyfe he describes as a man ““whose name, more than any
other, is synonymous with American craftsmanship.” Of
Phyfe’s previous two biographers, Charles Over Cornelius and
Nancy McClelland, he states that neither ““ever assembled the
master’s documentable oeuvre in order to codify convincingly
the telling characteristics of hiswork . . . [the] generally accepted
benchmarks by which to distinguish Phyfe’s work from that of
his contemporaries.”” The authors have undertaken the present
work with this speci ¢ objective in mind. What more essential
purpose, no matter how hard to ever completely ful II, could
there be for the furniture historian.
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1. Life of a Master Cabinetmaker

IED . . . in this city, on Wednesday August 16th,
D Duncan Phyfe, in the 86th year of his age.”* Typical

in terms of its terseness in a period before the obituary
became a staple of newsprint, the New York Times notice of
Phyfe’s death in 1854 may seem an unusual preface to a dis-
cussion of the biography and career of the city’s most famous
cabinetmaker. Yet while marking the conclusion of a long,
remarkable life, it also underscores, in its brevity, the myriad
guestions that Phyfe has left for us to unravel.

In announcing the death of Duncan Phyfe (1770-1854),
the Times noted that he had attained the venerable age of
eighty-six, which concurs with both public and family records.
But in the course of retracing the craftsman’s steps for this
publication, the discovery of his baptismal record reveals that
Phyfe was actually eighty-four years old when he died.
Typically, the amendment of one’s age is an attempt to expunge
rather than gain a few years. However, as we came to know
Phyfe from the small scattering of documents that illuminate
his biography, this discrepancy in date raises the question
whether it was a simple error of fact or intentionally altered.
The latter explanation would not be out of character for an
ambitious personality hoping to accelerate his career.

Highland Origins

The archives of Abernethy and Kincardine parish in northern
Scotland record that “Duncan Fife”” was born there on April 27,
1770, and baptized two days later ( g. 15).2 They also document
the nuptials of his parents, Isobel Grant (d. 1794) and Donald
Fife, on January 8, 1767, as well as the birth and baptism of his
older brother, John (1767-1827), on October 1 of that same year.*

For Donald Fife, the marriage (his second) appears to have
been a propitious one, as signaled by his bride’s maiden name,
Grant, which identi es her kinship with a large, powerful
Scottish clan.® As early as 1316, the Grant clan secured title to
lands at Strathspey, approximately thirty miles east of Inverness
and the legendary Loch Ness, and even four centuries later
many members of the clan could be found there. Donald Fife
at the time of his marriage to Isobel was employed on the

Grant estate. While his occupation has not been identi ed, it
was most likely related to harvesting and processing lumber.
Donald and Isobel would have two more sons, James (d. 1817)
and Laughlin (ca. 1778-1869), as well as two daughters,
Mary and Isabella, whose life dates are unknown.

Following Duncan’s birth, the family’s whereabouts and
movements are sketchy. Archival collections are the only means
available to retrace the history of the Fife family, a task made
more daunting since few Scottish public records survive from
the eighteenth century. Scottish migration coincided with the
establishment of the permanent British settlements in North
America in the early 1600s. However, it was relatively gradual
until 1763, when the conclusion of the French and Indian War
prompted a more sizable exodus. Many of the Highland
regiments who had fought in America chose to remain rather
than to return to Scotland, the majority settling along the
New York frontier west of Albany. Highlanders had long been
dependent on subsistence agriculture. Improvements made to
agricultural practices in the mid-eighteenth century had trig-
gered increases in land rents, and these increases, combined
with the region’s crippling poverty, mounting overpopulation,
and severe climate, would force thousands to leave their home-
land and their families in search of more viable opportunities
elsewhere. In Britain’s North American colonies, Scots saw
prospects for a better life.

Early Years in New York

Although family tradition maintains that the Fifes arrived in
Albany in the early 1780s, the earliest record to substantiate
their presence in New York is the 1790 United States Census.®
Isobel Phyfe is listed in Albany, a town with a prominent Scottish
population, along with two boys under the age of sixteen.
Because there is no mention of a father, it is presumed that
Donald Fife was by this time deceased.® The young boys may
well be Duncan’s younger brothers James and Laughlin.
According to family tradition, the Fifes’ daughter Isabella died
during the voyage from Scotland and Mary died shortly after
their arrival in the United States.’

Opposite: Duncan Phyfe’s tool chest. The New-York Historical Society, on loan from the families of Henry Pinkney Phyfe and Churchill B. Phyfe
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Figure 15. Parish church of Abernethy and Kincardine parish, Scotland. Photograph, 2009

Duncan Phyfe’s omission from the 1790 federal census is
not surprising, as during this period the compilation speci ed
only the head of household by name. Like most young men his
age, Phyfe was most likely no longer living at home. At twenty
he would have been completing the nal year of his appren-
ticeship, as a youth’s twenty- rst birthday marked the legal
completion of his indenture. Typically, under the terms of such
an agreement, it was understood that ““the said Master shall
use the utmost of his endeavors to teach, or cause to be taught
or instructed the said Apprentice, in the trade or mystery of a
Cabinet Maker and procure and provide for him suf cient
meat, drink, washing and lodging.””® Parents were thereby able
to transfer the nancial burden of rearing their child to a mas-
ter tradesman, who would then recoup the expenses through
the young man’s labor.

Once again, while family lore maintains that Phyfe appren-
ticed in Albany, there is no documentary evidence to place him
there. In recognition of his accomplished cabinetmaking skills,
it is more likely that he served an apprenticeship in New York
City, an urban center with a highly developed furniture-making
industry. By the 1780s, New York City was recovering from
the devastating years of the American Revolution, when from

Duncan Phyfe

1776 to 1783 it was occupied by the British military. The period
that followed was characterized by optimism and phenomenal
growth ( g. 16). The population increased from 18,000 at the
end of the Revolution to 33,000 by 1790. A decade later it had
climbed to 60,000, and it stood at 96,000 in 1810. New York
was also emerging as the country’s leading economic center,
attracting nanciers active in investment banking and stock
trading. In 1790 the city’s exports totaled more than $2.5 mil-
lion, with trade increasing especially to the American South
and the West Indies.

Unlike the limited opportunities found in a provincial town
such as Albany, New York would have offered great attraction
for a young, ambitious craftsman. It is there, in 1792, that we

nd the earliest mention of “Duncan Fife” in this country, when
he was elected to join the General Society of Mechanics &
Tradesmen of the City of New York. The General Society had
been founded seven years earlier, with its ““declared intention . . .
to promote mutual fellowship, con dence and good under-
standing among various descriptions of mechanics; as far as
possible to prevent litigation and disputes amongst tradesmen;
to promote mechanical knowledge; afford relief to distressed
members; and to establish funds to enable the society to carry



Figure 16. Charles Balthazar Julien Fevret de Saint-Mémin (1770-1852). [View of the city and harbor of New York, taken from Mount Pitt], 1796.
Etching, 12¥%s x 18% in. I. N. Phelps Stokes Collection, Miriam and Ira D. Wallach Division of Art, Prints and Photographs, The New York Public Library,
Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations

their laudable designs into effect.” Established business connec-
tions were prerequisites for a young cabinetmaker seeking entrée
to the organization. Phyfe was nominated by two members in
good standing, Isaac Nichols and Seabury Champlin ( g. 17),
either of whom may have employed Phyfe as an apprentice.*
Diverse in occupation and socioeconomic status, the con-
stituency created broad networking opportunities while sup-
porting the society’s benevolent endeavors. By 1805, eighty of
the society’s members were employed in cabinetmaking trades.
Phyfe’s business relationship with two members, John J. Post,
an upholsterer, and Daniel Turnier, a cabinetmaker, perhaps
implies that his membership in the society resulted in new
sources for subcontracting.** A third, John B. Dash Jr., a tin-
smith who later became a prosperous merchant, wrote a rec-
ommendation for Phyfe’s application for American citizenship
in 1803.% Phyfe is named as a debtor in Dash’s estate records.*
The year after he joined the General Society, Duncan Phyfe
married Rachel Louzada (ca. 1781-1851), on February 17,
1793. Rachel was descended from Sephardic Jews who had
established themselves in New York City by the eighteenth

century. Of particular note is Isaac Louzada (ca. 1776-1858),
of indeterminate relation to Rachel, who worked there as a
cabinetmaker in the rst decade of the nineteenth century.*
The wedding took place at the First Presbyterian Church on
Wall Street ( g. 18). Rachel’s age at the time of her marriage—
if the Manhattan Register of Deaths is correct she would have
been either twelve or thirteen—and her marriage to Phyfe given
her religious af liation raise many questions as to societal
norms in the 1790s.** Rachel was baptized into the Presbyterian
church in 1841; the Phyfe children, however, were baptized in
the 1790s and early 1800s. Other than the date of Rachel’s
marriage, baptism, and death, the documentary record reveals
nothing about the matriarch of the Phyfe family.

The year of Phyfe’s marriage also coincided with his initial
appearance in the city directory. Over the next three years, the
directories chart the young mechanic’s rapid progress. Initially
listed as “Duncan Fife,” a joiner sharing shop space on Broad
Street with the turner and rush-bottom chairmaker Vincent
Tillou, he made his debut in New York City’s competitive
cabinetmaking trade. The following year he dropped the

Life of a Master Cabinetmaker
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appellation “joiner” in favor of the term *““cabinetmaker,” a
more fashionable label for mechanics specializing in furniture
production, and in 1795 he established his own manufactory
at 35 Partition Street ( g. 19). But by far the most intriguing
change he made was the revision, in 1794, in the spelling of
his family name from “Fife”” to “Phyfe,” which suggested a
more elegant classical derivation without changing the pro-
nunciation. Both the modi cation of his last name and Phyfe’s
printed occupation may be interpreted as attempts to promote
an image of sophistication; they suggest an ambitious crafts-
man repositioning himself in an effort to launch a pro table
enterprise.

In moving uptown from Broad Street to Partition Street,
Phyfe traded the crowded streetscape of traditional Dutch
stepped-gable facades and Georgian-style buildings occupied
by merchants, craftsmen, and gentlemen for a newly built
mixed-use neighborhood west of Broadway. In 1794, Francois-
Alexandre-Frédéric, duc de La Rochefoucauld-Liancourt, a
French visitor to New York, admired this ““new part of the city
built adjoining to Hudson’s River,” which was “in nitely more
handsome, the streets there being straight, broad, and better
built.”* Partition Street led from Broadway to the city’s docks
along the Hudson, an ideal location that facilitated access to
the ships bringing raw materials into the city and departing
with furniture and other manufactured goods. There Phyfe
would live, work, and add to his real estate holdings for the
rest of his life.

Duncan Phyfe
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Figure 17. Membership certi cate
of Seabury Champlin, designed and
engraved by Abraham Godwin
(1763-1835). The General Society
of Mechanics & Tradesmen of the
City of New York, 1791. Engraving
with watercolor and wax on laid
paper, 8%2 x 11%s in. Winterthur
Museum, Winterthur, Delaware
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Early Career
From his headquarters on Partition Street, Phyfe began to
establish himself as a notable cabinetmaker, as well as the
patriarch of the Phyfe family. Rachel gave birth to their rst
child, Michael (1794-1836), in 1794, and when Phyfe’s
mother died in Albany that same year, it was Duncan and not
his older brother John who traveled upstate to settle her
affairs.”” John, however, likely supervised his brother’s busi-
ness dealings in New York. He rst appears in the 1794 direc-
tory as a cartman, an individual who hauls goods, at 38 Dey
Street, which shared a rear property line with Phyfe’s house
and shop at 35 Partition. Although cartmen were independent
operators licensed by the city, John Fife was perhaps regularly
engaged by his brother to transport wood as well as nished
furniture for the cabinet shop. The early nineteenth century
witnessed increased specialization among carters, particularly
among those who practiced “ ne arts carting,” which required
a spring cart and “other xtures suitable for removing pic-
tures, looking glasses, and all other kinds of household furni-
ture with care and dispatch.”*®

Phyfe’s Partition Street address became increasingly promi-
nent at this time. Not only was the building catercorner from
the venerable St. Paul’s Chapel, but in 1800 the city’s Common
Council announced its intention to build a new City Hall in
the wedge-shaped park bounded by Broadway, Chatham Row,
and Murray Street ( g. 20). The commission was awarded to
the French-born architect Joseph Frangois Mangin and John
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[ ] Figure 18. Johan-Heinrich Jenny (1786-1854).
View of Wall Street, New York, in 1820,
1820, showing the First Presbyterian Church
on the right. Oil on canvas, 34% x 28 in.
Private collection

Figure 19. Cornelius Tiebout (1777-1832)
after John McComb Jr. (1763-1853).

New York City map from The New-York
Directory and Register for the Year 1789
(1789), showing the location of Phyfe’s
home and manufactory on Partition Street.
Copperplate engraving, 878 x 14%s in.
The New-York Historical Society
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Figure 20. George Hayward (ca. 1800—-ca. 1872) after John Evers (1797-1884). View of City Hall, Park Theatre, Broadway & Chatham St. &c, 1822.
Lithograph, 778 x 14% in. Eno Collection, Miriam and Ira D. Wallach Division of Art, Prints and Photographs, The New York Public Library, Astor,

Lenox and Tilden Foundations

McComb Jr., whose re ned structure would come to be recog-
nized as the signature Neoclassical-style building of Republican
New York.

Phyfe’s surroundings had improved in accordance with the
wealth and social station of his patrons. His earliest docu-
mented customer, Thomasin Gordon, a boardinghouse operator
on Greenwich Street, is known through a 1796 court case
rather than an extant bill.** The New York court system would
prove to be a noteworthy means of recovering past-due debts
from wayward patrons throughout Phyfe’s career. Only two
other recorded sales are known from the 1790s, both in 1798:
the purchases of a cof n by Jane Bruce, widow of John, a tan-
ner on Partition Street, and a pair of tables by John Cruger, a
wealthy merchant.”

During these early years, Phyfe’s clients turned to him for the
repair and re nishing of used furniture as well as the purchase of
new wares. Between 1804 and 1807, for example, Phyfe billed
George and Catherine Brewerton for a variety of services, includ-
ing varnishing chairs, mending bedsteads, and altering blinds;
they also purchased a new dining table.** However, the patron-
age of prominent New York merchant Edmund Morewood in
1802 and Scottish immigrant scholar and nancier George P.
MacCulloch in 1806 foreshadows Phyfe’s ability to Il a sub-
stantial commission, such as the one received from the
New York merchant William Bayard in 1807.%

Bayard, a scion of an old New Jersey family and related
by marriage to the Livingstons, the Van Cortlandts, and the

Duncan Phyfe

Stuyvesants—all members of New York’s propertied elite—was
the principal partner in one of the city’s premier mercantile
houses, Le Roy, Bayard & McEvers. In 1806 he moved from
Greenwich Street to a far grander town house on State Street,
with a sweeping view of the Battery and New York Harbor.”
In November 1807, Bayard ordered an extensive quantity of
furniture in two bills totaling $1,779. He returned to Phyfe
for more furniture in 1809 and 1810, and in 1819 he issued a
payment for undisclosed goods or services for $1,305.77.

Phyfe was emerging as an established mechanic by the time
he became an American citizen in 1803.* Unlike his highly
regarded competitor Charles-Honoré Lannuier (1779-1819),
who immigrated to the city the same year Phyfe gained citi-
zenship and could parlay his Parisian training into greater
patronage, Phyfe did not have as much to gain by promoting
his Highland roots. Perhaps to distinguish his quali cations
from the promotional exoticism of Lannuier, Phyfe embraced
his adopted country as he became more prominent in the
New York trade.

A silver-lidded cowrie shell snuffbox adorned with a cast
thistle, symbol of Scotland, is a rare illustration of Phyfe’s
appreciation of his Scottish heritage ( g. 21). However, his
absence from the roster of the Saint Andrew’s Society, a
Scottish charitable organization, perhaps implies ambivalence
to that birthright not shared with his older brother John (who
joined in 1817) and nephews William F. (1834) and Robert
(also 1834).%



Further exemplifying Phyfe’s expanding role in the city’s
cabinetmaking industry are his rst documented forays into
the export market, albeit limited to bespoke work rather
than speculative manufacturing. Phyfe’s wares were found in
Savannah, Georgia, as early as 1802, when the wealthy planter
William Gibbons Jr. returned from New York having ordered
a tea table and a pair of card tables from the cabinetmaker’s
shop.” Charles N. Bancker, a former New Yorker living in
Philadelphia, paid Phyfe for a sideboard sent to him in 1804.7

Shipments of Phyfe’s furniture headed as far a eld as the
French settlement at Pointe-a-Pitre, in the colony of Guade-
loupe, in 1805 through the assistance of the French expatriate
Victor Marie du Pont, great-uncle of Henry Francis du Pont,
whose commission house was in New York City. According to
aletter from R. de Rezeville, du Pont’s associate in Guadeloupe,
Phyfe’s wares met a ready market there: “The 6 mahogany
Bedsteads were elegant & they fetch’d the price of 50 [dollars]
each. My little beds have sold wonderfully, so much so that
I have not been able to keep a single one for myself. . . . Go
to Phyfe in Partition Street and order 12 beds made exactly
like mine, only 6 in. and 9 in. wider; also some pretty chests of
drawers; but above all no inlay, they don’t like it here.””*

Rezeville’s one concern was with the method of packing
furniture for export, and he implored du Pont to “supervise
the crating, because American furniture always arrives here in
poor condition due to carelessness.”* Phyfe charged an addi-
tional fee for furniture that required crating for shipment. Of
the $50 charged for a dining table sent to Lady Elizabeth
Heylinger of Saint Croix in 1811, $4 went toward the cost of
packing.®* Out-of-town purchasers, or their local agents, then
arranged transportation and insurance for the furniture.

Phyfe’s nascent efforts to advance his name and reputation
beyond New York City were greatly hindered by the passage
of the Non-Importation and Embargo Acts of 1806 and 1807,
respectively. The resumption of the Napoleonic Wars in 1803
had reignited the struggle between Great Britain and France
for European supremacy. After Britain established a blockade
of the European continent in 1806, it began subjecting
American vessels to search and seizure, and their sailors to
forcible impressments. Toward the end of 1807, President
Thomas Jefferson, in an effort to protect American sailors
from being seized by the British Navy and to avoid war with
Britain, instituted the Embargo Act, which prohibited American
ships from entering foreign ports and restricted trade along
the American coast. Thus, American cabinetmakers were left
with limited access to imported hardware and textiles from
Europe, lumber from the West Indies, and open markets in the
American South and the Caribbean.

Jefferson’s Democratic-Republican Party (the forerunner of
today’s Democratic Party), which supported the Embargo Act,

suggested that the legislation would encourage the development
of domestic manufactures, thereby making the country less
dependent on imported foreign goods. But as its opponent, the
Federalist Party, predicted, the embargo proved disastrous for
New York, as it did for the entire country. Its impact was
observed rsthand by the British traveler John Lambert in
November 1807 and April 1808. During his rst visit, Lambert
remarked: “Everything was in motion. All was life, bustle and
activity. The people were scampering in all direction to trade
with each other”” When he returned, ve months later, he was
stunned by the contrast: ““How shall | describe the melancholy
dejection that was painted upon the countenances of the
people.”” The embargo had “completely annihilated foreign
commerce” in the nation’s primary commercial city.* This was
the rst of many economic storms that Phyfe’s cabinetmaking
business would weather.

With an understanding of the signi cance of international
trade, Phyfe encouraged the Federalist Party’s political plat-
form, which supported commercial interests. His name is
included on a roster of the New York City chapter of the
Washington Benevolent Society from 1810 to 1812.% While
founded with the laudable goal of educating underprivileged
boys, this pro-British organization served as a vocal supporter
of the Federalist attack on Jefferson’s pro-French Democratic-
Republicans of Tammany Hall in the era leading up to the War

Figure 21. Snuffbox. Possibly New York City, ca. 1810-15. Silver, cowrie
shell, 3 x 2% x 134 in. Collection of Glorianna H. Gibbon
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Figure 22. Map showing site of Phyfe’s workshops and warehouse and
his home across the street (indicated by hatching). William Perris, Maps
of the City of New York . . . vol. 1 (1852), pls. 7-9. Lithograph, 25 x
34Y in. The Lionel Pincus and Princess Firyal Map Division, The
New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations

of 1812. Phyfe’s compatriots in the society included fellow
master cabinetmakers William Mandeville and William Dove,
as well as prominent New York grandees such as Gulian
Crommelin Verplanck. Phyfe’s name also appears in 1810 as a
commissioner for the mayor’s court under DeWitt Clinton, a
Democratic-Republican turned avid Federalist, and in 1821 as
the Third Ward’s representative for the Independent Republican
Electors, the successor party to the Federalists.®

Phyfe’s appointment to the New York City re department
during this period indicates that he had emerged as an arti-
san of some standing. From 1806 to 1813, he belonged to the
Third Ward’s Fire Company No. 16. Membership in the re
company also provided Phyfe with social outlets, as such
groups were characterized as gentlemen’s clubs and populated
by upwardly mobile tradesmen. Furthermore, the threat of re
was never far from a mechanic’s mind, especially in a trade
such as cabinetmaking, which involved highly combustible

Duncan Phyfe

materials such as seasoned wood, sawdust, and varnish. Phyfe’s
company helped ght the Great Fire of 1811 in the area sur-
rounding Chatham Street, which destroyed more than one
hundred houses.

On Partition Street

Although Phyfe’s early nancial success is evident through
court records and bills of sale, his accumulation of property
on Partition Street between 1795 and 1807 also suggests a
cabinetmaker on the rise. Phyfe quickly achieved what has
been referred to as “proprietary independence,” the freedom
enjoyed by an artisan who has become a landowner or lease-
holder operating as his own master.** While he rst rented in
the Third Ward, he went on to purchase Nos. 29, 31, 33,
and 35 Partition Street between 1802 and 1807, for a com-
bined sum of $12,125.* No. 35 was the family residence
until 1806. By this time the family had expanded to include
Michael, Mary (1795-1870), Eliza (1801-1890), and William
(1803-1875), leading Duncan and Rachel to move with their
children across the street to 34 Partition. Phyfe rented that
residence until he purchased the lease rights for $9,250 in
1815, by which time Rachel had given birth to Edward
(1808-1887), Isabella (ca. 1814-1841), and James Duncan
(1814-1887). Another strong indicator of Phyfe’s success is
the exponential increase in the assessed value of his personal
estate, which rose from $50 in 1795 to $200 in 1802, $800 in
1809, and $3,000 in 1815. The Phyfes’ world was not without
sadness during these early years. As was common in this time
period, they lost two sons in infancy.*

Phyfe’s holdings at Nos. 31, 33, and 35 Partition became the
nexus of his manufacturing complex, which became Nos. 168,
170, and 172 Fulton Street when the thoroughfare was renamed
in honor of the inventor and engineer Robert Fulton (1765-1815)
in 1817 and then Nos. 192, 194, and 196 Fulton after the street
was renumbered in 1827 ( g. 22). As his workshop expanded,
Phyfe printed new labels and trade cards and updated his
directory listing ( gs. 23-26). He also extended his work area
southward in 1818 after procuring 38 Dey Street, a house and
lot formerly occupied by his brother John that abutted the rear
of 172 Fulton. Duncan’s eldest son, Michael, is listed as a cabinet-
maker at 38 Dey from 1818 to 1823, and an 1832 court case
indicates that a shed in the rear yard served as lumber storage
for Phyfe’s workshop.*

It would seem logical to expect that, as Phyfe’s manufactory
and landholdings expanded, he turned to his siblings and
sons to help him manage the cabinetmaking business and
oversee his investment properties. Throughout his life, Phyfe
endeavored to ensure that his family shared in and bene ted
from his success. Phyfe’s younger brothers James and Laughlin



( g.27)were af liated with his cabinet shop in New York, but
they remain enigmatic gures throughout their lives. The 1790
census records a James Fife in Baltimore County, Maryland,
who also appears without an occupation in the Baltimore city
directory of 1796.* The Phyfe family had no documented ties
to that city, but a post of ce notice locates Laughlin in
Baltimore by 1800, and in 1807 and 1808 the city directories
place him at Robert Fisher’s fancy chair shop at 37 South Gay
Street.* Baltimore was an attractive destination for a cabinet-
maker in need of work. In the last quarter of the eighteenth
century, it emerged as one of the fastest-growing port cities on
the Atlantic seaboard. Merchants grew wealthy on the steady
pro ts from domestic and international exchange, and they
supported a thriving cabinet trade. To satisfy this growing
demand, furniture makers occasionally recruited journeymen
from New York City, such as when Baltimorean Henry Purcell
advertised in the New-York Gazette and General Advertiser
on May 21, 1800, that “the highest prices and constant employ,
will be given to Two Journeymen Cabinet Makers, who are
sober and attentive to business.”

Although they struck out on their own initially, both James
and Laughlin eventually found employment in Duncan’s
workshop in New York. James signed two receipts in 1807,
the assumption being that Duncan had passed on to James the
authority to transact business when he was out of the shop.®
James eventually moved to Philadelphia, where he died in 1817.
Laughlin was in New York by 1812, when as a cabinetmaker
on Partition Street, presumably working for his brother, he
was appointed to the re department.”” The authors have
found no additional references to Laughlin’s association with
Phyfe’s shop, but family tradition maintains that he worked
there for the remainder of his career, was the most talented
cabinetmaker in the shop, and traveled to England to purchase
hardware on Duncan’s behalf.”? Perhaps in recognition of his
brother’s dutiful service, Duncan included in his will a stipend
to Laughlin of $420 per year.

As Duncan Phyfe’s younger brothers found employment in
the cabinet and related trades, so did three of his sons, Michael,
William, and James D. Presumably, all three apprenticed in
their father’s shop. A fourth son, Edward D., never appears
in the city directory and was unmarried and living with his
parents at the time of the 1850 census.

Michael is listed in the city directories as a cabinetmaker from
1818 to 1827. After vacating his father’s property at 38 Dey
Street, he spent three years making furniture at 31 Harrison. By
1831 he is a dealer in mahogany and lumber in partnership with
John Turnbull at 33 Harrison. Cabinetmakers occasionally aban-
doned their profession for such mercantile pursuits, as skilled
woodworkers were well equipped to judge the quality and value
of the wood being imported to New York City. Michael

Figure 23. Label used at 35 Partition Street, Phyfe’s business
address from 1795 to 1811

Figure 24. Label used at 33 and 35 Partition Street, Phyfe’s business
address from 1811 to 1816

Figure 25. Label used at 170 Fulton Street, the address of Phyfe’s
cabinet warehouse from 1817 to 1826
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Figure 26. Trade card used by Duncan Phyfe at 194 Fulton Street
from 1827 to 1837. The New-York Historical Society
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eventually moved to Rahway, New Jersey, where he died in
1836. The ever-supportive Phyfe likely provided capital for
Michael’s endeavors. He also adopted his three orphaned
grandchildren after his son’s death, and employed Michael’s
eldest son, Duncan (b. 1818), in the Fulton Street shop.” To
each grandchild he bequeathed $14,000 in his will.

James D. ( g. 28) and William rst appear in the city direc-
tories in 1837, when they were taken on as partners in their
father’s cabinetmaking business, which was then renamed
D. Phyfe & Sons ( g. 29). While this is the rst documentation
of James’ involvement in the family trade, William’s signature
is on a bill dated 1825, which he signed on his father’s behalf
at the age of twenty-two.* Between 1827 and 1836, William
operated a large farm in Hudson, New York, purchased with
$10,000 provided by his father.* Presumably, William returned
to the Fulton Street workshop and worked alongside his
brother until the partnership with Duncan was formalized.
The arrangement was short-lived, as William opened a turpen-
tine store in 1841, a naval supply store the following year, and
later relocated to Stamford, Connecticut. The rm became

Figure 27. Laughlin Phyfe (ca. 1778-1869). Photograph, ca. 1860.
Collection of Glorianna H. Gibbon
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D. Phyfe & Son, and James remained at his father’s side until
the shop closed in 1847.

In addition to rearing four sons, Duncan and Rachel Phyfe
had three daughters. The eldest, Mary ( g. 30), married Capt.
Sidney B. Whitlock (1794-1849) in 1818. Sidney followed in
the footsteps of his father, a sea captain, and established a
shipping company with his brother William Jr., but later
became a ship chandler.® During their rst years of marriage,
the young couple lived at 171 Fulton Street, next door to
Mary’s parents and in a house owned by them. Speculative
investments in Brooklyn property turned sour for Sidney and
Mary in 1843, and Edward D. Phyfe foreclosed on a mortgage
co-signed for them by Duncan.* The Whitlocks continued to
live in grand style, however, for the elder Phyfe in 1843 had
presented them with the Mitchell S. Mitchell estate in Southbury,
Connecticut ( g. 31).*

The second daughter, Eliza ( g. 32), became the wife of
William Vail Jr. (1802-1875), a partner in the dry goods

rm of Vail & Reed, in 1825 (see g. 184). The couple left
New York by 1832 and settled in New Market (now

Figure 28. Unidenti ed artist. James D. Phyfe, ca. 1845. Oil on canvas,
41% x 31% in. (framed). Collection of Glorianna H. Gibbon
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Figure 29. Trade card used at 194 Fulton Street, 1837-40

Piscataway), New Jersey, Vail’s hometown. Between 1849 and
1851, they built Valmere, a grand Greek Revival house on a
thirty-two-acre parcel purchased from William Vail Sr. in 1830
(see g. 186). A large collection of furniture dating from their
marriage in 1825 and the late 1830s remains in the hands of
their descendants.

Mitchells Mansion House, Southlry.

Figure 31. “Mitchell’s Mansion House, Southbury,” from
Connecticut Historical Collections (1836)

The Phyfes’ youngest daughter, Isabella, named for
Duncan’s mother, is known only through reports of her
alleged suicide in 1841, when she disappeared from a steam-
boat making an overnight passing between Providence,
Rhode Island, and New York City. In the article that reported
the event, Isabella is described as having been “in a distressed

Figure 30. Mary Phyfe Whitlock (1795-1870). Photograph, ca. 1860.
Collection of Glorianna H. Gibbon

Figure 32. Eliza Phyfe Vail (1801-1890). Photograph, ca. 1870.
Collection of Glorianna H. Gibbon
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Figure 33. John Phyfe Jr. Advertise-
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state of mind for several weeks past . . . supposed to have
escaped from her berth in her night clothes, through the win-
dow of the Saloon, and jumped or fallen overboard.”* Isabella
was not baptized until the year of her death, and we surmise
that she received this rite in recognition of her declining men-
tal condition. It is testimony to the grief suffered by her par-
ents that they offered the extraordinary reward of $500 for
the recovery of her body, although there is no record of its
being found.*

Although Phyfe’s older brother, John, was possibly associ-
ated with the cabinet trade in the 1790s as a cartman, six of
his seven sons who lived to adulthood worked in furniture-
related businesses. Isaac M. Phyfe (1796-1881) found employ-
ment as a pianoforte maker, paperhanger, and upholsterer.
And John Jr. (1798-1872) was trained as an ivory turner
under James Ruthven & Son, heralded as the “great ivory and
hardwood turners of their day”” ( g. 33).%* James (1800-1887)
worked as a carver from 1821 to 1824, before partnering with
hisyounger brothers William (1803-1842), Robert (1805-1890),
and George (1812-1857) to form a series of upholstery shops
under the titles J. & W. F. Phyfe (1824-33), R. & W. F. Phyfe
(1833-35), Phyfe & Brother (1835-43), James and George
Phyfe (1843-47), and James Phyfe (1847-51) ( g.34).”* These
businesses advertised a variety of products and services—
from upholstery trims to hair and feather mattresses and
imported paper hangings—but they always operated indepen-
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Figure 34. View of James Phyfe’s
shop at 43 Maiden Lane, from
The New York Pictorial Business
Directory of Maiden Lane (1849).
Lithograph, 8% x 97s in. The
New-York Historical Society

dently of the older brother Isaac, who worked in the trade.
The rm is known to have provided window treatments and
bed hangings in 1842 for Millford, the South Carolina planta-
tion residence of John Laurence and Susan Hampton Manning,
who also purchased furniture from D. Phyfe & Son.*

The Community of Craftsmen

In addition to family members, Phyfe was associated with a
network of New York City craftsmen, recognizing the advan-
tages in belonging to such a community, which constituted a
dynamic and in uential workforce in the city. Considering the
large number of mechanics working in the cabinetmaking-
related trades, there is a dearth of manuscript documentation
about these artisans. During Phyfe’s fty- ve-year career, ledgers
and account books are known from only seven New York
craftsmen in cabinetmaking and allied trades: ve furniture
makers (Fenwick Lyell, John Hewitt, David Loring, Daniel
Turnier, and Elisha Blossom Jr.), a turner (James Ruthven),
and a cabinetmaker turned hardware and lumber dealer
(Charles Watts Sr.).** Considering the scarcity of these primary
sources, it is telling that within this limited body of material,
three of these individuals conducted business with Duncan
Phyfe and the work of a fourth was greatly in uenced by him.

The records of Fenwick Lyell (1767-1822), a cabinet-
maker working on Beaver Street between 1795 and 1809,



include occasional transactions with Phyfe, as well as with
prominent New York cabinetmakers Elbert Anderson, Jacob
Brouwer, Samuel and William Burling, William Dove, and the

rm of Abraham Slover and Jacob Taylor.*® In 1802, Lyell
purchased an easy chair frame from Phyfe, applied casters to
the legs, and then sold the chair to upholsterer John J. Post,
who presumably covered it for a customer.® In turn, Phyfe
purchased sofa frames from Lyell to be upholstered by a
separate subcontractor.”’

Upholstery was a distinct and specialized craft within the
furniture trade. Many cabinet shops did not employ an in-
house upholsterer, and this work was delegated to indepen-
dent craftsmen. The upholsterer Lawrence Ackerman’s name is
inscribed alongside Phyfe’s on a sofa dated 1804 and on an
library chair dated 1811, suggesting that he provided Phyfe
with such assistance.*® From the mid-1810s onward, Phyfe likely
retained the services of upholsterers willing to work in-house,
and in Joshua Shaw’s United States Directory for the Use of
Travellers and Merchants, of 1822, he is listed as a *““Cabinet-
maker & Upholsterer.”

Lyell’s reputation as a specialist for manufacturing knife
boxes was widely known through his newspaper advertise-
ments, and Duncan Phyfe is recorded as placing an order for
them in January 1809.* Lyell’s account book entry speci es
“1 Pair of Knife Cases / Veneers found,” suggesting that Phyfe
supplied the mahogany veneer applied to the exterior of the
boxes. Perhaps he did so to ensure that the veneers were con-
sistent with his preference and that they would match the
veneers on an en suite sideboard ordered from Phyfe. The
account lists the boxes at £16, a seemingly precious sum com-
pared with the £13.12.0 Lyell charged Phyfe for the sofa
frames. As Lyell was someone he contracted with only on
occasion, possibly Phyfe’s own journeymen typically supplied
this form. Producing such specialty items in-house enabled
Phyfe to maintain the level of quality he desired, as well as to
reduce the expenses incurred by jobbing out the work.

References to extensive purchases of furniture hardware by
Duncan Phyfe appear in the account books of Charles Watts Sr.
(ca. 1756-1811).® Like Phyfe, Watts was a native of Scotland
who immigrated to New York by 1789. He quickly relocated
to Charleston, but maintained a presence in New York, where
he amassed extensive real estate holdings. In Charleston he
entered cabinetmaking partnerships with Thomas Wallace
(1758-1816) and Robert Walker (1772-1833), both also
Scots who moved to Charleston from New York. The success
that Watts realized in South Carolina can be inferred from his
advertisement, which was published in the New York Diary on
January 28, 1797, inviting eight to  fteen journeymen cabinet-
and chairmakers to leave New York and relocate to Charleston,
“where they will receive generous encouragement.”

Watts parlayed the pro ts of his cabinetmaking rms into
considerable investments made in British and West Indian ven-
ture cargo, notably hardware and exotic hardwoods. His six
account books, spanning the years 1802 to 1815, document
his travels to England and Scotland, as well as the importation
of mahogany from Santo Domingo and hardware from Liver-
pool.®* In addition to Duncan Phyfe, Watts’ clientele included
a number of prominent cabinetmakers, upholsterers, and turn-
ers in New York, including Michael Allison, Elbert Anderson,
Jacob Brouwer, William Burling, John T. Dolan, and William
Mandeville, and artisans in Charleston and Scotland. Phyfe’s
extensive purchases of hardware from Watts suggest that Watts
was among his principal suppliers. Phyfe was also associated
with the New York hardware manufacturer Andrew Thorp,
whose marked casters appear on a canterbury that descended
in the family of Eliza Phyfe Vail (see g. 128).

Phyfe conducted business with a second New York cabinet-
maker, Daniel Turnier, a member of the General Society of
Mechanics and Tradesmen who worked at 417 Pearl Street
from 1820 to 1826.% Turnier recorded the sale to Phyfe of
cherry, white wood (or poplar), and pine boards, veneer, hard-
ware, and furniture legs.

Considered as a whole, these accounts indicate that Phyfe
turned to other craftsmen on a limited basis but found a reli-
able source for hardware in Watts. It is also notable that Phyfe
looked outside his immediate vicinity for subcontracting.
Neither Lyell, Ackerman, nor Turnier worked in close proxim-
ity to his manufactory. Phyfe settled his debts in both cash and
furniture, but we are unable to say whether the goods he
offered as payment were for the recipient’s personal use or for
resale. Between 1803 and 1811, for instance, Phyfe provided
Watts with a bedstead, a tea table, a secretary and bookcase,
two stands, a chest of drawers, a chamber table, and a foot-
board for a bedstead.®

Whereas the account books of Lyell and Watts, together
with the notations in Turnier’s price book, are central to under-
standing the complexity that characterizes the interactions
within the New York cabinet trade, the daybook maintained
by their contemporary John Hewitt (1777-1857) is unusual
for the detail in which it relates one craftsman’s perceptions of
his contemporaries’ designs and the in uence they had on his
shop production.®

Hewitt’s most intriguing entries are his appraisals of the
work of Phyfe and Lannuier. Hewitt recognized the salability
of Phyfe’s furniture and was probably also aware of his repu-
tation and success. In March 1811 he recorded a customer’s
request for a ““French Sideboard like Phyfes” with ““2 shelves in
center and as many locks as possible,” for which he billed
$80—a gure consistent with most of his recorded examples
of this form. Another entry from that same month speci es his

Life of a Master Cabinetmaker



36

observations and analysis of Phyfe’s, as well as Lannuier’s,
furniture: “Phyfe Collum 23 [28?] Inches with leafe carv’'d
2% wide / Lanuas Collum 2 ft 3 Long 2% Wide Bottom,”
suggesting a desire to compete with the two preeminent shops
in New York.*®

“Mr. Phyfe ... So Much the United States

Rage”

Phyfe was clearly a respected and highly sought-after crafts-
man at an early date, and he was described as such from the
1810s through the end of his career. Despite the limitations on
international and coastwise shipping experienced during the
War of 1812, the New York cabinetmaking trade continued to
operate, albeit at a reduced level. The situation appeared dire
at the outset of the hostilities. In October 1812, Sarah Huger
cautioned her friend Harriott Pinckney Horry in Charleston
against ordering furniture from New York, as it would not be
prudent “in these disastrous times” to incur “the risk of the
seas.”® Nevertheless, we can document the patronage of six
customers during the rst eighteen months of the war, indicat-
ing that consumer con dence remained high. The account
books of Phyfe’s contemporary John Hewitt indicate a steady
business during this period as well.* However, the situation
may have worsened over the course of the war, as we have yet
to document a single business transaction involving Phyfe
between December 1813 and March 1815, the longest such
stretch from 1801 through 1827.

Thus Phyfe had reason to celebrate the war’s end, and his
patriotic fervor crescendoed during a grand illumination of
the city of New York. In February 1815 he strung a series of
transparent lamps, commissioned from the portrait painter
John Wesley Jarvis, across Partition Street between his house
and warehouse. The presentation included a portrait of George
Washington and the names of prominent naval heroes. In his
““centre store,” Phyfe hung a “transparency with a gure resem-
bling Justice and Liberty standing on a pedestal, the Eagle and
Lion drinking out of a bowl [next to] emblems of commerce,
and in the foreground, implements of war, destroyed and scat-
tered around. . . . Mr. P[hyfe]’s elegant assortment of furniture
was fancifully displayed in the window so as to produce on the
whole a ne [effect].”® This installation clearly illustrated
Phyfe’s hope that American and British relations would quickly
refocus on the prosperous trade that previously existed between
them. The Federalist Party, to which Phyfe belonged, hosted a
grand ball at Washington Hall, which was the “most splendid and
brilliant display of beauty and fashion that had ever before been
seen in this city.”® According to family tradition Phyfe, to mark
the cessation of hostilities with Britain, presented Rachel with
atea service by the local silversmith William B. Heyer ( g. 35).”

Duncan Phyfe

When trade resumed following the war, the resulting eco-
nomic boom propelled Phyfe’s cabinetmaking business to new
heights. During this period, customers endured long waits for
their orders and paid a premium for his wares. Sarah Elliott
Huger deftly describes the aggravation of ordering from the
celebrated Phyfe in a January 4, 1816, letter to the friend she had
previously cautioned against purchasing furniture in New York:

Mr. Phyfe is so much the United States rage, that it is with dif-
culty now, that one can procure an audience even of a few
moments; not a week since | waited in company with a dozen

others, at least an hour [in] his cold shop and after all, was
obliged to return home, without seeing the “great man”;
however a few days since “That happy chance which oft
decides the fate of Kings” decided mine, for | had the great
and good fortune to arrive at his house just at the moment
he was entering and consequently extorted from him another
promise that the furniture should certainly be nished in
three weeks, but like the promises of other important person-
ages, | fear they are little to be relied on; for the last three
months he has said every week that in ten days [my sister]
should have her Tables &c&c, but never have they made
their appearance, and yet they were engaged last June.™

Thus, not only did Phyfe refuse to provide Huger with a rm
date for delivery, he was also unwilling to commit to an estimate
of the tables’ cost. As Sarah explained to her friend, “he cant tell
precisely what will be the price” until the work was nished.
Phyfe often placated anxious customers by explaining that
the delays were necessary to ensure the highest quality of crafts-
manship. In 1813 he told Victor du Pont’s factor, Anthony
Girard, that a worktable ordered for the wedding of du Pont’s
niece and namesake, Victorine du Pont, was not ready because
he “wanted it to be made by . . . workmen who best [understand]
this kind of work,” those workmen presumably being occupied
with other projects.”” When Jane Bowne Haines wrote to her
sister Sarah Minturn in 1819 to inquire about a sofa ordered
for Wyck, her husband’s home in Germantown, Pennsylvania,
the response was similar. Minturn replied that although it
“will not be ready by the time thee wishes,” Phyfe had assured
her that he had taken “great pains to select the handsomest
wood—the nicest hair[cloth] etc,” and insisted that “he must
not be hurried as he wishes to nish it in a manner to do himself
credit and give satisfaction to the Lady who sent for it. He
seemed much pleased when he heard it was to go to Phila[delphia].
And said he should exert himself to have it surpass any that
could be made there.”” Such delays were likely limited to
bespoke work, and illustrate Phyfe’s concern with satisfying
his more prominent patrons, in particular those in export
markets where he hoped to gain a foothold. Minturn’s letter
also implies the theatrical nature of Phyfe’s customer relations.



Nevertheless, the Haines sofa (see g. 158) is remarkable more
for its unusual length of 96%4 inches than for its mahogany
veneer, which cannot be considered exceptional when compared
with the gured wood found on other furniture documented
to Phyfe’s workshop.

Issues with delays extended into the latter part of Phyfe’s
career as well, and resulted in some hardship for Lewis and
Sarah Turnbull Stirling of Wake eld in St. Francisville,
Louisiana.™ Four months after they had placed an order with
Phyfe, which included two bespoke pier tables ( g. 36), a side-
board table (see g. 174), a dining table, and nine high-post
bedsteads, the Stirlings were still living with their daughter and
son-in-law, as their furniture had not yet arrived. According to
Lewis, they could not occupy their new home until the bedsteads
from Phyfe were installed.

The buying patterns exhibited by Huger, du Pont, the
Haineses, and the Stirlings also reinforce the notion that a lim-
ited percentage of Phyfe’s customers purchased large quanti-
ties of furniture from his warehouse. Most of Phyfe’s clientele
were juxtaposing the products of his workshop with those of
one or two other New York cabinet- and chairmakers, whose
interpretation of the current style often differed from his. This
contrast is seen when comparing the Stirlings’ pier tables
from Phyfe with the sofas they ordered from the New York

rm Edwards & Baldwin ( g. 37). We are aware of only a

Figure 35. William B.
Heyer (1776-1828).
Silver tea service,

ca. 1815. Collection of
Glorianna H. Gibbon

handful of instances when patrons purchased one or two
rooms’ worth of parlor, dining room, or bedroom furniture,
but even major patrons such as William Bayard did not pur-
chase exclusively from Phyfe. There is a single occasion when
a client, John Laurence Manning, lled an entire house with
Phyfe’s wares.

In addition to his inability to guarantee delivery dates and
cost estimates, Phyfe was seemingly unconcerned with providing
prospective customers with precise and attractive renderings
of the furniture available in his wareroom. One wonders why
a nely tuned workshop responsible for the manufacture of
elegant and well-proportioned furniture did not employ some-
one with such drafting skills, but two contemporary references
support this notion. In an 1812 letter, Sarah Huger included
“two drawings of furniture, rather uncouthly executed,” which
had been obtained from her neighbor Maltby Gelston, whose
“two communicating rooms” were recently “furnished by Mr.
Phyfe with considerable taste.””” The second is a drawing
of two chairs thought to have accompanied an 1816 letter
to Charles N. Bancker in Philadelphia (see g. 149).” These
charming but poorly wrought sketches of a lyre-back klismos
and a forward-facing curule side chair, annotated with prices
for their upholstery, lack even a true understanding of perspec-
tive. Nonetheless, despite this shortcoming, Bancker proceeded
to purchase from Phyfe a set of the lyre-back model (PI. 20).
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Figure 37. Edwards &
Baldwin. Sofa, 1836.
Mahogany veneer, maho-
gany, 40 x 84% x 29 in.
Private collection, St.
Francisville, Louisiana

Duncan Phyfe

Figure 36. Duncan Phyfe.
Pier table, 1836. Mahogany
veneer, mahogany, marble,
looking-glass plate, 37%4 x
60% x 19%s in. Private col-
lection, St. Francisville,
Louisiana




Figure 38. Joseph Louis
Fermin Cerveau (ca. 1806—
1896). View of Savannah,
1837. Tempera on paper,
27% x 49% in. (framed).
Georgia Historical Society,
Savannah

The Export Market

Duncan Phyfe’s fame was reinforced by the widespread regard
for New York furniture, especially in the American South. In
1817, Susan Wheeler Decatur advised the newly appointed
United States attorney general William Wirt upon his arrival in
Washington: ““You must not get your furniture here. . . . [D]epend
upon the furniture you have for this winter, and get what you
want from N. York in the Spring.””

While skilled cabinetmakers were found in urban centers
throughout the South, from Washington and Richmond to
Charleston and Savannah, well-to-do householders regularly
looked to the North for their furnishing needs. New York
makers competed with their counterparts in Boston, Salem,
and Philadelphia for this market, but controlled a large share
because of their city’s stronghold on Southern commerce.
Coastal cities maintained direct ties with European ports such
as Liverpool, Glasgow, and Le Havre, but a sizable percentage
of southern agricultural products, notably cotton, sugar, and
tobacco, traveled through New York and were shipped, insured,
and traded by New York rms. Thus, while Southern planters
often visited Boston and Philadelphia for their genteel society
and refreshing climes, they spent a signi cant amount of time
and money in New York meeting with the factors who ensured
a steady return on their heavy investments in land and slaves.

With ready access to southward-bound shipping, New York
cabinetmakers pro ted not only from bespoke commissions
from the southern grandees but also from opportunities for
speculative exporting to Southern warehousemen and retailers.™
This second type of trade was exploited most ef ciently by
fancy and Windsor chairmakers, but cabinetmakers also sent
tables and case furniture to Southern ports, the Caribbean, and
South America. These ventures were not without their pitfalls,

however, and the correspondence of New York furniture
maker John Hewitt describes in detail the ruinous effect of
damp holds and overly saturated markets. After unpacking a
shipment in January 1818, William Scott, Hewitt’s agent in
Savannah, wrote: “I have opened a few of the Boxes today of
the most elegant piece[s] of [work] to arouse attention. | am
sorry to observe that itis all injured. . . . One End of the Canted
Corner Sideboard is very much [damaged,] the rosewood
banding and the veneer in the End Door has all started.””

Oversupplied markets were also a concern for cabinetmakers
engaged in the export market. Hewitt sent a shipment of fur-
niture to New Orleans in 1818, but there were no takers.
Hewitt’s agent in that city wrote to say that Phyfe had recently
lost $2,500 on venture cargo sent to Louisiana and was forced
to sell “[extension dining] tables for $30, Sideboards at $40,
Bureaus for almost nothing.”®

The market for Phyfe furniture was quite strong in Savannah
(' g. 38). Calvin Baker advertised that he was selling “a large
and elegant assortment of Cabinet Furniture just received from
New York, and manufactured by the experienced workmen of
Mr. D. Phyfe,” which included a broad selection of tables, case
furniture, and fancy chairs.® Commission agents such as Baker,
who had sold furniture from John Hewitt’s shop in the early
1810s, typically earned 4 to 5 percent of proceeds from such
sales.®” The mercantile rm George Anderson & Son received
six boxes of furniture and one bundle of chairs from Phyfe in
1817, and an additional twenty boxes in 1820.% Phyfe’s repu-
tation in Savannah also bene ted from the patronage of that
city’s elite. In the 1810s Mary Telfair, whose uncle William
Gibbon had imported Phyfe tables in 1802, ordered from
Phyfe a secretary bookcase (see g. 155) and a worktable,
enlisting the help of her close friend Mary Few, a Savannahian
living in New York.* Like many wealthy southerners with ties
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to northern commercial centers, Mary Telfair patronized a
variety of furniture makers in New York and Philadelphia, the
two cities she visited during her annual pilgrimage north. And
like her contemporaries Sarah Huger and Jane Haines, she
experienced dif culties with her modest order and was forced
to implore Few to ““call on Phyfe. You recollect | paid him sixty
dollars for my work Table & 1.50 for boxing it. He never sent
it on board the Tybee as he promised.”*

Isaac W. Morrell, who opened a furniture workshop and
warehouse in Savannah in the mid-1810s, refers to himself as an
““agent for D. Phyfe. New York” in a notice in the May 2, 1821,
issue of the Georgian and Evening Advertiser. A massive rein
1820 created a ready demand for furniture as Savannahians
rebuilt their homes, and Morrell sold Phyfe chairs, sofas, tables,
and mattresses in “all the latest fashions.”® The following June,
Morrell advertised that he was returning to New York for the
summer and accepting orders “for furniture of the newest
fashions made by D. Phife of New York on accommodating
terms.”® In this manner, Morrell acted as a conduit for Phyfe’s
foray into the speculative market by handling large shipments
of shopwork while offering bespoke work on commission.
Customs records indicate that Phyfe sent at least fourteen
orders of furniture to Savannah between 1817 and 1823,
including forty-four boxes that left New York on January 31,
1821, with Phyfe listed as both shipper and consignor, and
possibly destined for Morrell’s warehouse.®

The partnership between Morrell and Phyfe must have con-
cluded by 1825, for in the ensuing three years Morrell accepted
sixty-nine shipments of lumber, hardware, and furniture from
New York, none of which originated with Phyfe.* In the years
following the 1820 re, the city experienced a pronounced
economic recession that likely precipitated Phyfe’s abandonment
of that market. On only one occasion did Morrell receive fur-
niture other than chairs from New York, which suggests either
that he began manufacturing tables and case pieces locally and
was supplementing his Savannah-made wares with a steady
supply of imported seating furniture or that there simply was
not a market for such goods in Savannah at the time.

The Panic of 1819

Phyfe’s removal from the export market was likely hastened
by the Panic of 1819, when the period of unchecked specula-
tion and easy credit that followed the War of 1812 resulted in
widespread nancial turmoil, bank closures, and depressed
markets for agricultural products and manufactured goods.
His involvement in the export trade seems tightly contained
between 1815 and 1823. One of Phyfe’s deliveries in this time
frame was to Charleston, destined for the house of a Scottish
immigrant merchant, Dunbar Paul. It included a card table
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with a label in the well that bears the date “August, 1820
(PI. 27). This label is found on a writing table and bookcase,
three additional card tables, and a worktable (Pls. 25, 26, 28).
Three of these objects were sent to customers outside
New York, which leads us to conclude that Phyfe was trying to
systematically promote his wares outside the local market.
Perhaps he borrowed this technique from his long-standing
competitor Michael Allison, who printed a series of dated labels
in 1817, 1823, 1825, and 1831.* By pushing his most au
courant furniture into export markets with a dated label to
clearly denote their maker and novelty, Phyfe may have been
attempting to take proactive measures to battle the adverse
effects of the Panic. Because cabinetmakers’ labels are associ-
ated with export furniture, it is telling that the 1820 label is
the last one Phyfe printed.

Despite the Panic’s devastating impact on the economy, the
1820 Census of Manufactures indicates that the furniture
market had begun to slide as early as 1817. Only two surveys
of New York cabinetmakers from this census survive, but the
sentiments expressed are unequivocal. Stephen and Moses
Young, who produced $8,000 in wares the previous year, wit-
nessed a decline of “about one Third in Demand of Wares
since 1816.”** The Youngs’ neighbor John Van Boskerck also
generated annual sales of $8,000. Van Boskerck noted that
while production volume “is not diminished, the number of
manufacturing establishments in our line multiplied rapidly
over 4 or 5 years; but many have lately failed” as a result of a

ood of cheaply manufactured domestic goods, European
imports, and competition from auctioneers.” For the coach-
maker Abraham Quick, a market saturated by “paltry car-
riages” from New Jersey sold “at any price”” had hindered his
ability to earn a “fair & honest” wage over the preceding three
years.” Organizations such as the Friends of National Industry,
established in the wake of the “numbers of our merchants and
manufacturers. . . reduced to bankruptcy,” petitioned Congress
for relief of the “great proportion of our mechanics and artists
[who] are unemployed.”®

Manufactory and Warehouse

The often reproduced watercolor of Phyfe’s workshop and
warehouse complex on Fulton Street ( g. 39) provides not
only a sense of the scale of the operation at its heyday during
the late 1810s but also the function of the speci ¢ buildings.*
While it has been suggested that the watercolor is a “fanciful
depiction of what Phyfe thought a fashionable furniture man-
ufactory and warehouse should look like,” certain facts suggest
that it may be a fairly accurate representation.”® The vantage
point appears to be from an upstairs window at Phyfe’s house
across the street. Although the cabinetmaker had separated his



family’s dwelling space from the side of Fulton Street where
business was transacted, this view suggests his ease in main-
taining a watchful eye over his large staff of employees.

Of particular note is 170 Fulton, at the center of the frame
(see frontispiece on page 114), the awkward design of which led
to the above claim of the drawing’s ctitious nature. This is the
““centre store,” where Phyfe’s “elegant assortment of furniture
was fancifully displayed in the window” following the War of
1812. By illustrating a gure, probably intended to represent
Phyfe, engaged in conversation with two well-heeled ladies
and his signature wares—including a pillar-and-claw table
and a klismos chair with lyre splat—the artist clearly identi es
this oor as the main showroom, the public face of the cabinet-
making business. The large bay windows anking the door
were intended to entice pedestrians inside with a view of the
elegant stock on display.

Phyfe wears the fashionable businessman’s attire of the day—
long white pants and a blue tailcoat over a waistcoat and
collared dickie—as he presents furniture to two chic young
women in bonnets and white Grecian dresses with long sleeves.
William Buttre wears similar garb in an advertisement for his
chairmaker’s shop as he gestures toward his journeymen,
whose clothing stands in stark contrast as they toil in his midst

( g.40).

In a comparable manner, Phyfe attends to matters in the ware-
room while his journeymen are seen exiting from 168 Fulton,
intentionally isolated from the rm’s patrons. The elegant
facade suggests a secondary showroom. The auction catalogue
for the sale of D. Phyfe & Son’s stock in 1847 reveals that
the building included a single large room on each oor and an
extensive array of ready-made furnishings on all three sto-
ries.”” The commodious windows could, alternatively, have
served to light a work space as well, an assumption the pres-
ence of the journeyman in the watercolor would tend to rein-
force. An 1852 re insurance map shows that Nos. 192 and
194 Fulton (previously 168 and 170) featured an interior
pass-through but does not indicate the oor on which it
opened (see g. 22). With a side entrance at 170 Fulton pro-
viding access to two rooms on the second oor, workmen
could have moved between the two buildings without descend-
ing to street level.®

On the right of the watercolor is an elegant three-and-a-
half-story brick structure at 172 Fulton, also at least partially
devoted to work space. The skylight and side windows in the
garret—indicated by the artisan who leans out—provided
light for the journeymen and apprentices working there. The
building, a typical New York town house of the 1790s, served
as both a domestic space and work area until 1806. Phyfe’s

Figure 39. Unidenti ed
artist. Shop and Warehouse
of Duncan Phyfe, 168-172
Fulton Street, New York
City, 1817-20. Watercolor,
ink, and gouache on white
laid paper, 1578 x 19%s in.
The Metropolitan Museum
of Art, Rogers Fund, 1922
22.28.1
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Figure 40. Advertisement of William Buttre, ca. 1815. Wood engraving,
6%8 x 4%8 in. Winterthur Library, Joseph Downs Collection of
Manuscripts and Printed Ephemera

name is painted on the leaded fanlight window over the
doorway. In comparison, the anomalous classical buildings at
Nos. 168 and 170 Fulton suggest that they may have been
built under Phyfe’s direction and served to advertise his elegant,
similarly inspired classical or Grecian style furniture.

Phyfe also maintained shop space outside of this tightly knit
manufactory. According to the estate inventory, he had a shed
and a two-story shop behind the family’s house at 169 Fulton.
The 1852 Perris map (see g. 22) illustrates this structure as a
two-story brick building with a slate roof suitable for a trade
using combustible materials, such as cabinet- or chairmaking.
The tools, benches, hardware, veneer, and “1 lot Patterns for
Cabinet Makers™ listed there in Phyfe’s estate inventory suggest
that this structure was either in active use at the end of his life
or held the leftover shop goods brought from across the street
when he retired in 1847. Phyfe was also the owner of 38 Dey
Street, behind 172 Fulton, where his son Michael worked as a
cabinetmaker, and he rented a shop ten blocks uptown on
Harrison Street.

Perhaps the most informative description of the internal divi-
sions of an early nineteenth-century warehouse and manufactory

Duncan Phyfe

is found in testimony from the Manhattan Insurance Company’s
pursuit of arson charges against New York cabinetmaker
Staats M. Mead in 1829.* Mead occupied, with Alexander P.
Kinnan, his partner since 1811, a ve-story building that fea-
tured a wareroom on the rst and second oors with $24,000
in furniture on display. The plaintiff accused Mead of setting

re to a wardrobe in his second-story wareroom with the hope
of collecting an insurance claim. Kinnan testi ed against
his partner and publicly accused him of being a “villain.”
Apparently, the two men had earlier owned a lumberyard on
Bridge Street that burned under suspicious circumstances.
Mead was ultimately acquitted of all charges, and both cabinet-
makers continued to work in New York, albeit independent of
one another.

Kinnan and Mead allocated space for cabinetmakers and
varnishers, a “turner’s apartment,” and a “carver’s room” on
the third, fourth, and fth oors, respectively, which housed
an additional $20,000 in property. To isolate the workmen
from customers, the upper stories were accessed from a stair-
case in a side alley. If Kinnan and Mead kept upward of
$45,000 in merchandise and materials in one ve-story build-
ing, Phyfe’s holdings in 1829 must have approached two or
three times that amount.

The watercolor of Phyfe’s workshops and wareroom is
especially telling when compared with printed illustrations of
the stores occupied by his main competitors. Michael Allison
(1773-1855), Phyfe’s neighbor to the north at Nos. 46 and 48
Vesey Street, included a view of his “Cabinet and Upholstery
Furniture Warehouse” in a dated label of May 1817 ( g. 41).
Allison owned the adjacent two-and-a-half-story Federal-
period brick structures that likely integrated shop and domestic
space and closely resemble Phyfe’s original building at
35 Partition Street.

Joseph Meeks (1771-1868), who like Phyfe and Lannuier
began his career on Broad Street ( g. 42), occupied a small
two-story frame structure until 1828, when he acquired the
adjacent property and built a six-bay, ve-story brick manu-
factory with large windows on the ground level to display the
contents of his wareroom. This expansion parallels Meeks’
rise to prominence in the New York furniture trade and the
subsequent success of his sons John and Joseph W. Like the
manufactory operated by Kinnan and Mead, the Meeks shop
emphasized the importance of attic-story work space and the
vertical organization of a furniture manufactory.

“Experienced Workmen”

We know surprisingly little about the artisans who worked
inside Phyfe’s manufactory—the ““experienced workmen™
mentioned by Calvin Baker, Phyfe’s agent in Savannah. Phyfe
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Figure 41. Label from a sideboard made by Michael Allison, 1817

employed a large number of skilled craftsmen to produce his
elegant line of furniture, and the competition to hire them
must have been erce. Even cabinetmakers in other cities
recruited New York’s skilled journeymen, and local pianoforte
and organ builders, such as John Geib and his sons Andrew

Figure 42. James Archer
(act. 1835-60) after
Alexander J. Davis
(1803-1892). “Broad
Street,” from Theodore S.
Fay’s Views in New-York
and Its Environs (1831-
34). Etching, 3% x 5% in.
I. N. Phelps Stokes Collec-
tion, Miriam and Ira D.
Wallach Division of Art,
Prints and Photographs,
The New York Public
Library, Astor, Lenox and
Tilden Foundations

and William, relied on them to produce the decorative cases in
which their instruments were housed.*®

The business records of John Hewitt provide a rare glimpse
into the relationship between a master and his journeymen
and apprentices.* Hewitt noted that the wages earned by
journeymen were paid according to the value of the furniture
they produced, as set forth in the cabinetmakers’ book of prices,
or occasionally as an hourly wage that varied according to the
skill required for the speci ¢ job at hand. While Hewitt’s em-
ployees made a variety of forms, journeymen such as Thomas
Constantine built a greater number of sideboards relative to
other cabinetmakers in the shop, as did John Devoe with break-
fast and dining tables. These patterns suggest specialties among
the journeymen employed. The assistance of anonymous appren-
tices indentured at Hewitt’s Water Street workroom is hinted at
in entries for journeyman Abraham S. Egerton, which include
a postscript citing work done “by boy.”**

We suspect that Phyfe himself stopped working alongside
the journeymen and apprentices by the 1810s. Hence Sarah
Huger’s comment in 1816 following her extended wait in his
cold workshop “without seeing the great man.””** Information
gleaned from receipted bills and family history suggests that
Phyfe employed shop foremen to oversee the day-to-day oper-
ations once his business was established. The consistently high
quality of furniture linked to Phyfe’s workshop, especially the
attention paid to unseen interior construction, suggests that he
or his foremen closely observed the journeymen’s work to
ensure a level of excellence. Phyfe likely maintained strict con-
trol over the design of his furniture line, but his foremen lled
the essential role of monitoring shop production, accepting
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Figure 43. Sideboard. New York City,
ca. 1810. Mahogany, mahogany
veneer, brass, 52%4 x 80Ys x 26Ys in.
Private collection

payments, and producing receipted bills. The earliest evidence
that we have for this practice is two receipts signed in 1807 by
Phyfe’s younger brother James, with the assumption being that
Duncan gave this responsibility to him when he was absent
from the shop. According to Phyfe’s grandson, who worked in
the shop in the late 1830s and 1840s, Robert Shaefer served as
foreman at that time, although a cabinetmaker with that name
does not appear in the New York directory during this period.**

The two other names associated with this responsibility in
the Phyfe workshop are Jacob P. and Isaac W. Morrell, who
receipted bills in 1813 and from 1812 to 1819, respectively.*®
Jacob is listed in the New York City directories as a cabinet-
maker from 1794 to 1809 and as a cartman in the early 1810s.
Perhaps Phyfe employed Jacob to deliver shipments of furni-
ture and, in recognition of his expertise in the cabinetmaking
trade or his skill in double-entry bookkeeping, assigned him
the task of recording nancial transactions. As was noted ear-
lier, ““ ne arts carting” was a specialty within the trade, and
only the most assiduous cartmen were trusted with valuable
household furnishings. Isaac does not appear in the directory,
but, as mentioned, he played a prominent role in Phyfe’s pursuit
of the southern export market by serving as the cabinetmaker’s
agent in Savannah.

Foremen had the responsibility of overseeing the broad range
of specialists employed in a given shop. A survey of Phyfe’s
documented furniture suggests that, in addition to cabinet-
makers, he employed turners, carvers, gilders, varnishers, caners,
upholsterers, and perhaps lumbermen, sawyers, and veneer
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cutters. Since the late nineteenth century, furniture historians
have claimed that Phyfe retained more than one hundred journey-
men in his manufactory, but not once has this gure been sub-
stantiated with documentary evidence.”* Even in the 1810s,
when Phyfe’s operation was at full tilt, such a large workforce
might have inhibited the functioning of the dozens of other
cabinetmaking shops in New York City. It is known that cabinet-
makers John and Joseph W. Meeks employed a staff of 130 in
1850, but that number was partly enabled by the in ux of
craftsmen from continental Europe beginning in the 1830s.’
The only journeyman de nitively linked to Phyfe’s workshop

is Robert Kelly. In an 1814 advertisement, Kelly sought to capi-
talize on an earlier connection he had with Phyfe, whose “best
side-boards™ Kelly claimed he had made between 1810 and
1813.*® Craftsmen capable of manufacturing the elegant and
complex sideboards of this period ( g. 43) were highly
sought after. An etching of this sideboard type was featured on
the title page of the New York price book of 1810 ( g. 44).
For the last thirteen years of his career, Kelly operated within
ve doors of Phyfe at 23 Partition Street (later 164 Fulton).
Kelly’s decision to remain in close proximity to his former
place of employment may be explained as an attempt to draw
on the foot traf ¢ generated by Phyfe’s wareroom with an
offering of furniture “of the best materials, of the best quality,
and on the most reasonable terms,” or at least more reason-
able than Phyfe’s.** By 1816, Kelly’s workshop was of moder-
ate size, with a few journeymen on staff, and his presence on
Fulton Street until his death testi es to the success of his



cabinetmaking business during the economic slump that fol-
lowed the Panic of 1819.**

Other artisans working in furniture-related trades are
loosely connected with Phyfe’s workshop as tenants in the
numerous properties he owned or leased. This group includes
cabinetmaker Walter Moffatt, 1810; chairmakers William
Stackhouse and Grove B. West, 1810-11; looking-glass maker
John Steen, 1817; cabinetmaker Asa Butman, 1820; carver
and gilder Peter Clover, 1828-34; upholsterer John Constan-
tine, 1834-41; upholsterer Gabriel P. Gratacap, 1839-43; and
upholsterer Peter Wiminel, 1843. Whether these men were
business associates of Phyfe’s or merely his renters is left to
speculation, as they shared these accommodations with a
broad range of tradesmen and professionals, including tailors,
merchants, dentists, and auctioneers.
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Figure 44. Title page from Duncan Phyfe’s copy of The New-York
Revised Prices for Manufacturing Cabinet and Chair Work (1810).
Winterthur Library, Collection of Printed Books and Periodicals

The 1819 Walkout

Phyfe’s relationship with his workforce was not without fault.
In May 1819 many of his journeymen left the Fulton Street
shop to establish an independent cabinet warehouse as part of
the Journeymen Cabinet and Chair Makers of New-York.
According to a notice published in The National Advocate on
May 12, their departure was incited by Phyfe’s “demand for
the reduction of [their] wages.” With the experience of work-
ing in New York’s premier cabinetmaking shop, the journey-
men offered wares “executed in a style equal to any on the
continent,” and at a price that was signi cantly less than what
their former employer charged. With the onset of the Panic of
1819 and its traumatic effects on the American manufacturing
sector, both Phyfe and his employees had cause for alarm.
Although Phyfe’s strong nancial standing would keep his
business secure during the lean years ahead, he had perhaps
deemed a reduction in his employees’ salaries essential to
weather the economic downturn.

The 1819 walkout was not the rst instance of journeymen
protesting wage reductions. In 1802 the journeymen cabinet-
makers of New York attempted to open a wareroom after
publicizing grievances in response to the publication of a
revised book of prices “agreed upon by the employers” and
printed without the “mutual consent” of the journeymen.**
Such price books set salaries for the construction of speci ¢
pieces of furniture. A group of anonymous master craftsmen
responded to assure their fellow New Yorkers that a “very
large majority of the Journeymen expressed themselves satis-

ed with the prices lately established.”*** Phyfe is not speci -
cally cited in this notice, but one suspects that as a “Master
Cabinet Maker” of increasing importance, his opinion would
have been solicited regarding a change in workmen’s wages.

With the hope of avoiding disagreements between employ-
ers and laborers, the New-York Society of Cabinet-Makers
adopted a constitution and a revised book of prices in 1810,
stipulating that its goal was to “maintain good understanding
between employers and employed; prevent and adjust dis-
putes; make and establish equitable prices for the various
articles manufactured by them.’** The society included a
committee appointed to “inspect and value the work should
any disputes arise between the members and employers.”**
The 1819 work stoppage implies, however, that individual
masters could adjust their employees’ wages as they saw t.

Our understanding of Phyfe’s use of the apprenticeship sys-
tem is severely limited by the lack of records from early nine-
teenth-century New York City. While masters continued to
teach the “trade or mystery of a Cabinet Maker” and to pro-
vide apprentices with “suf cient meat, drink, washing and
lodging,” the length of indenture was shortened over Phyfe’s
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Figure 45. Advertisement from the Mercantile Advertiser, January 29,
1816. The New-York Historical Society

career as the average age of the apprentices entering into such
bonds increased. The average age of six boys documented as
entering into furniture-related apprenticeships in New York
between 1792 and 1794 was under thirteen years, whereas
that of eleven boys named in contracts signed between 1816
and 1820 was over fteen years.*®
Phyfe’s prominence in the trade would suggest that dozens
of young men apprenticed on Fulton Street over the cabinet-
maker’s fty- ve-year career. However, we know of only three
individuals who served Phyfe in this capacity. A contract with
seventeen-year-old William Brown Jr. (1785-1819), a son of
William Brown Sr., sexton at St. Paul’s Chapel, is the sole
indenture that makes reference to Phyfe. Dated July 28, 1802,
the document bound William Jr. to Phyfe until his twenty-
rst birthday in 1807.*° In the records of the Washington
Benevolent Society for 1810, when Brown was likely working
as a journeyman, his address is listed as Phyfe’s workshop at
35 Partition Street, and he appears in the New York City
directories between 1811 and 1819 as a fancy chair painter
( g. 45). Although Phyfe’s name is not generally associated
with the production of fancy chairs, Brown'’s specialty suggests
that he used the services of such men. In 1822, Phyfe billed
Robert Donaldson for a dozen “ornamental’ chairs (App. 1.7).
The two other apprentices attached to Phyfe’s manufactory,
Beverly Marsh and David Van Tassel, are known from run-
away notices Phyfe submitted to the New-York Evening Post
on October 2, 1809, and September 17, 1812. The ve-dollar
reward Phyfe offered for the twenty-year-old Marsh and the
six-cent reward he offered for Van Tassel suggest his pro-
nounced disinterest in the latter’s return. Neither Marsh nor
Van Tassel appears in the New York City directory following
their apprenticeship, but their reasons for deserting could not
have compared with the experiences of four young men inden-
tured to cabinetmaker-turned-auctioneer Charles Christian,
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who was convicted of beating his apprentices “without cause,”
failing to provide them with suf cient clothing, and paying
“no attention to his business of cabinetmaker.”*"

Marketing the Phyfe Name

A remarkable aspect of Phyfe’s commercial success, especially
during periods of economic depression, was his ability to draw
customers to his manufactory without the assistance of advertis-
ing. Even before his emergence as New York’s premier cabinet-
maker in the 1810s, Phyfe did not place notices in the city
papers. Some of his business associates, however, did not hesi-
tate to use his name for their own bene t. George Newberry, an
enterprising importer of luxury goods and musical instruments,
capitalized on the strength of Phyfe’s position in the market-
place by placing pianofortes at the cabinetmaker’s warehouse,
presumably to be sold on commission, and then advertising
their location “at Mr. Phyfe’s””® In addition to maintaining
his own store at 132 Pearl Street from 1817 to 1819, Newberry
advertised on numerous occasions that his ne London-made
instruments could also be found at Phyfe’s on Fulton Street
and at cabinetmaker Brazilia Deming’s shop as well.**

Phyfe suffered from the unsolicited attention offered by the
auctioneers of secondhand furniture. From 1814 onward his
name appeared regularly in the New York papers as the maker
of domestic wares being sold by families “breaking up house-
keeping,” “removed to the country,” or “about to leave the
city.”** Thus, in addition to battling with other New York
cabinetmakers for a sizable share of the market, Phyfe also
had to compete with auctioneers who were selling used Phyfe
furniture at a lower price. Frequently the sale included a soli-
tary item, such as a set of “dining tables (Phyfe’s make),” but
occasionally an entire household, *“consisting of mahogany
bedsteads, chairs, sofas, sideboard, dining, tea and card tables,
all of Phyfe’s make.”*** While other cabinetmakers appear in
these auction notices, none did so with the consistency of Phyfe
until the ascendancy of Joseph Meeks & Sons in the 1830s.

In a similar vein, entrepreneurs hoping to promote the util-
ity of new products and services occasionally incorporated
Phyfe’s name into their advertisements. In 1820 the aptly
named Safety Magee cited Phyfe as a customer satis ed with
Magee’s new approach to reproo ng chimneys.*? Four years
later Phyfe was mentioned in William Appleton’s advertise-
ment for the ““Hindostan sharpening stone,”” capable of “setting
an edge quickly, and suf ciently, smooth” for the purposes of
“Carpenters, Cabinet-makers, Cutlers, and Engravers.”** The
New York varnish manufacturers P. B. Smith & Co. also used
Phyfe as an endorsement for its superior merchandise.**

The Phyfe name was so closely tied to sentiments of crafts-
manship and elegant design that when James Monroe furnished



the East Room of the President’s House with imported French
sofas and chairs in 1817, a proponent of American manufac-
turers felt moved to submit an editorial to the New-York Evening
Post that assured its readership of the high quality of furniture
manufactured in the United States, a claim that could be con-

rmed “by calling, at any time, at Mr. Phyfe’s cabinet ware-
house in Fulton-street.””** The reprinting of this editorial in
newspapers such as the Richmond Enquirer and the Frederick
Town Herald suggests its traction with readers in the South
as well.**

This plea carries a certain degree of irony in that prominent
public commissions were not a factor in Phyfe’s career. Such
opportunities did not necessarily result in signi cant income
for the manufacturer, but the contract to furnish a noteworthy
civic building was a form of political patronage that could
attract new clientele and endorse the quality of a mechanic’s
wares. Phyfe’s chief opportunity to capitalize on his reputation
was the completion of New York’s new City Hall in 1812. In
democratic fashion Nicholas Fish, chairman of the committee
appointed to purchase furniture for the chambers of the
Common Council, spread its furniture and upholstery needs
among a variety of New York craftsmen, including Lannuier,
William Mandeville, and Henry Andrew.**” Although Phyfe
had provided the council with a desk in 1803, his role in fur-
nishing New York’s most important public building was lim-
ited to a pair of writing tables ordered by Federalist mayor
DeWitt Clinton later that year.**®

Recognition of Phyfe’s prestige was given at the celebration
of the completion of the Erie Canal in 1825 ( g. 46), but this
was the exception to the rule. The canal secured New York’s
status as the preeminent center for trade on the eastern sea-
board, as it served to couple a thriving deepwater port with
extensive access to the American interior. This unparalleled
contact with both Europe and the American Midwest was a
boon to merchants as well as mechanics such as Phyfe. The
city commemorated the grand achievement with parades,
speeches, and canon salutes. The féte culminated in the dump-
ing of a keg of water from Lake Erie into New York Harbor,
thereby commingling the Great Lakes and the Atlantic Ocean.
A portion of this water was reserved in American-made bottles
and placed in ““a box by Mr. D. Phyfe . . . in order to send it to
our distinguished friend, and late illustrious visitor, Major
General Lafayette,” who had recently visited New York during
an extensive journey through the United States.'®

The Corporation of the City also commissioned a com-
memorative medal to present to various dignitaries associated
with the canal celebration. Depending on the individual’s
importance, the medal he received was in gold, silver, or “semi-
metal,” an alloy with tin and trace amounts of lead. The latter
two were placed in a box made from ““curious woods, such as

birdseye, and curled maple, red cedar, &c. the produce of the
western forests™ that had been “brought from Erie in the rst
Canal-boat, the Seneca Chief.”*** The boxes were produced by
Phyfe with the assistance of turner Daniel Karr ( g. 47).**

From Tenant to Landlord

Throughout his career, Phyfe wisely invested the pro ts reaped
from his cabinetmaking business into property in Manhattan,
Brooklyn, and upstate New York. All told, Phyfe owned,
rented, or leased eighteen different parcels in the city, with
as many as fourteen under his control by 1830. While the
majority of this real estate lined Fulton Street, over the years
he acquired properties elsewhere in Manhattan: a lease on
40 Vesey Street in 1817 and 38 Vesey in 1823, and the deed to
97 Reade Street in 1819 and 71 Murray Street in 1850. With
his son-in-law Sidney B. Whitlock, Phyfe also speculated in
housing and land in Brooklyn in the early 1840s.**

Although Phyfe may have required loans and mortgages to

nance some of these acquisitions, land ownership certainly
provided him with an additional source of income. Those
properties not incorporated in his cabinetmaking business
were let out as domestic, commercial, or mixed-use structures.
Rents obviously varied according to location and the condi-
tion of the property, the quality of the dwelling or shop, and
the strength of the economy, as tenants were dif cult to come
by during times of economic decline. Nonetheless, in the late
1820s Phyfe’s annual income from his leased properties and
tenants likely exceeded $3,000.%

As the value of New York real estate climbed rapidly
upward—it quadrupled between 1795 and 1815—property
proved a reliable asset that enabled the raising of additional
capital through mortgages and provided a secure means of
transferring wealth to younger generations. If Phyfe’s approach
to investing his pro ts can be characterized as conservative,
this restraint was to his credit. The real estate market in par-
ticular could lead to signi cant wealth. Phyfe operated on a
smaller scale than his fabulously wealthy neighbor John Jacob
Astor, but he gradually accumulated property in close proxim-
ity to his residence and place of business in the hope that it
would steadily increase in value and generate income through
leases and rents. He also bene ted from New York’s robust
economy, as the city quickly became the nation’s principal
commercial center. New residents arrived in droves and fueled
a rapid rise in population, which stood at 96,000 in 1810 and
pushed New York past Philadelphia as the principal metropo-
lis of the United States.

As the nancial struggles of his heralded contemporaries
Lannuier in New York and Thomas Seymour (1771-1848) in
Boston indicate, exceptional nineteenth-century craftsmen were
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Figure 46. Anthony Imbert (act. 1825-34) after Archibald Robertson (1765-1835). Grand Canal Celebration, from Cadwallader D. Colden, Memoir . . .
(1825). Lithograph, 8%2 x 40%s in. Print Collection, Miriam and Ira D. Wallach Division of Art, Prints and Photographs, The New York Public Library,

Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations

Figure 47. Grand Canal Celebration medal and original box, 1826.
Medal: Silver, diam. 1% in. Box: Bird’s-eye maple, paper, diam. 2 in.
Fenimore Art Museum, Cooperstown, New York

Duncan Phyfe

not guaranteed great wealth from the sale of furniture alone. The
adverse effects of illness, stiff competition, and the Panic of 1819
led Lannuier to falter at the end of his tragically brief career, and
Seymour in his last years survived on the largesse of relatives.
Phyfe is extraordinary in that his documented oeuvre warrants
the same accolades for aesthetic merit awarded to Lannuier
and Seymour, but his workshop achieved an economy of scale
and pro t margins that resulted in remarkable scal security.

Phyfe’s equity also provided easier access to credit for the
purchase of the raw materials—lumber, veneer, hardware, and
upholstery goods—requisite for an active furniture manufac-
tory. According to one of Phyfe’s contemporaries, businessmen
who were able to prove their “honesty, industry, and integrity”
could access “unlimited credit which enabled them to do a
large and successful business for many years.”**

Mahogany was an essential commodity in the cabinetmaking
business, and Phyfe had suf cient capital to acquire this expen-
sive, high-quality wood ( g. 48). Family lore claims that the
best pieces of mahogany brought from the Caribbean were
referred to as “Phyfe logs’ and purchased for $1,000 apiece, and
that Phyfe occasionally brought his own shipments to New York
rather than purchasing from a local lumber merchant.”** An
1811 letter to the aforementioned Charles Watts Sr. from his
son Charles Watts Jr. in New York notes,

Mr. Phyfe wishes you to procure for him three, four or a half
dozen logs of St. Domingo mahogany as he understands it is
abundant with you—it must be large size, of the nes]t]
quality and | think he calls it crochets or cross grained—will
not mind giving a good price if you can get good wood.**®



The implication is that Phyfe would have the logs processed
into boards and veneer in the New York City area. In 1811 the
younger Watts mentions a mill near Chatham, New Jersey,
twenty miles west of New York, used to saw veneers for the
Charleston cabinetmaker Robert Walker.** John Hewitt is
known to have sent logs to Spring eld, New Jersey, on the
Passaic River near Chatham.™*

The “St. Domingo” wood that Phyfe sought was a dense,
highly desirable, expensive island mahogany used extensively in
the best early nineteenth-century New York furniture. As Henry
Bradshaw Fearon, an Englishman who toured the United States
in 1817 and 1818, wrote in Sketches of America (1818),“Veneer
is in general demand, and is cut by machinery. Chests of drawers
are chie y made of St. Domingo mahogany . . . shaded veneer
and curl maple are also used for this purpose.”

Fearon also shared his impressions of New York City’s maho-
gany yards, commenting that they were “generally separate
concerns” from cabinetmaking shops.** Contrary to Fearon’s
observations, documentary evidence suggests that Phyfe main-
tained a supply of hardwood in his own lumberyards. This is
revealed rstinan 1832 court case prosecuted by Phyfe against
the merchants Charles Wardell and Brittain L. Woolley, lesees
of 38 Vesey Street. The defendants testi ed that the plaintiff
“reserved to himself the remainder of said lot which he occu-
pied as a Lumber yard for the storing of Lumber and other
materials used by him in his business of a Cabinet-Maker.”**
And second, when Duncan and James decided to close the
doors of D. Phyfe & Son in 1847, they auctioned “Mahogany,
Rosewood, and Ambina Boards, Planks and Veneers” from

194 Fulton Street.*** Phyfe’s estate inventory reveals that he
owned $100 worth of mahogany veneer at his death.

As a wealthy and respected businessman, Phyfe held an
elevated position in New York society, best re ected in his
presence on the rst board of directors of the North River
Bank, incorporated in 1821 at 186 Greenwich Street, around
the corner from his house and warehouse. Leonard Kip, presi-
dent of the board, was Phyfe’s former neighbor on Partition
Street and served as the cabinetmaker’s legal representative on
four occasions between 1827 and 1848. The bank’s location
was signi cant, as it was one of a small minority operating
above Wall Street. With the intent to serve “the inhabitants of
the northern and western parts of the city of New-York,” the
bank was situated two blocks from the Hudson River, a loca-
tion that proved fortuitous with the opening of the Erie
Canal.*? Phyfe’s decision to support a bank in the Third Ward
can also be interpreted as a savvy method of reinforcing, if not
augmenting, the value of his extensive land holdings in the
neighborhood.

Competition in the New York
Furniture Trade

The Erie Canal proved to be a boon for New York commercial
interests as a whole, but the late 1820s and early 1830s marked
the beginning of a slow decline in Phyfe’s market share. Phyfe’s
retraction from speculative exporting in the early 1820s stands
in stark contrast to the thriving business of New York rms
such as Deming & Bulkley and Joseph Meeks & Sons. The
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and Uses . . . (1850). The New-York Historical Society

wares of Erastus Bulkley (1798-1872) rst arrived in Charles-
ton in 1818. After entering into a partnership with his cousin
Brazilia Deming (1781-1854) in 1820, Bulkley continued to
supply a well-heeled South Carolinian clientele with richly
decorated Grecian-style furniture, like the center table made
for Governor Stephen Decatur Miller of Camden, South
Carolina ( g. 49).** Joseph Meeks opened a furniture work-
shop in New York City in 1797 and almost immediately sought
out customers in Savannah.** Then in 1820 he shifted his gaze
to the burgeoning wealth of the Deep South and established a
warehouse in New Orleans, which his sons John (1801-1875)
and Joseph W. (1805-1878) maintained until 1839.** From this
outpost, the Meekses tapped an active market among planters in
Louisiana and Mississippi. John Hewitt also received patronage
from Gulf Coast customers and in the early 1830s sent furniture
to Alabama.**

American consumers nevertheless continued to regard Phyfe
as a respected and much sought-after manufacturer during
this period. Southern planters visited his wareroom to furnish
grand houses back home. Those exporting sugar and cotton
were more beholden to New York merchant houses and insur-
ance and shipping companies than ever before. Surprisingly,
the authors have found documentation for only one customer

Duncan Phyfe
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Figure 48. ““Cutting & Trucking Mahogany in Honduras,” from E. Chaloner and W. Fleming, The Mahogany Tree: Its Botanical Character, Qualities,

from the Deep South. When Lewis Stirling of St. Francisville,
Louisiana, came to New York in 1836 to procure furnishings
for his new dwelling, Wake eld, he divided his expenditures
between Phyfe for tables and bedsteads and the rm of Edwards
& Baldwin for chairs and sofas. Family tradition maintains
that in 1842 Phyfe received another noteworthy visitor, British
commodore Lord John Hay, who visited Fulton Street to
inquire about cabinet woods. But the cabinetmaker, it was
reported, “would not even take the pipe out of his Mouth.”**
Furthermore, Phyfe remained in the public eye. A posting
in the American Advertising Directory, for Manufacturers and
Dealers in American Goods, of 1832, reminded consumers
that he still offered a “splendid selection of the best Manu-
factured Cabinet Furniture of his own establishment . . .
always on sale and sent per order to any part of the Union.””**
Phyfe served as a judge of cabinet wares submitted to the
American Institute Fairs of 1832 and 1834 and is mentioned
in the Commercial Advertiser’s coverage of the latter event as
a leading gure in the trade.** He also participated in a cele-
bration of the French Revolution on November 25, 1830, with
the city’s Workingmen’s Party. This prolabor organization
endeavored to help “the poor and middling classes understand
that their oppressions come from the overgrown wealth that



exists among them” in the hands of master craftsmen and
merchant capitalists.*® While contrary to Phyfe’s position as a
wealthy mechanic, the Workingmen’s Party admitted a large
number of these tormenters into their ranks in order to “render
the contemplated celebration more effective, and to divest it of
all party feeling.”** Thus Phyfe and aristocratic New Yorkers
such as Gulian Verplanck, Philip Hone, and Jacob Lorillard
marched alongside those they allegedly oppressed.
A market crash and the ensuing economic troubles contrib-
uted to the wane of D. Phyfe & Sons. The Panic of 1837, the
rst signi cant reversal since the Panic of 1819, was especially
destructive to the New York cabinetmaking industry and related
trades. In a contemporary New York political cartoon titled
Specie Claws ( g. 50), an unemployed joiner or carpenter, his
tools strewn about on the bare oor, is beset by his hungry
children and a pair of rent collectors. The title is a play on the
Democratic Party’s legislation to require specie, or hard cur-
rency, for the purchase of public land. The “specie clause” was
intended to check rampant speculation by investors using
paper money but was blamed by the Republicans as a major
accelerant for the country’s nancial collapse. The prints of

Figure 49. Deming & Bulkley. Center
table, 1828. Rosewood veneer, marble,
gilded gesso and vert antique, 30% x
36 in. Private collection

Andrew Jackson and Martin Van Buren tacked to the back
wall pinpoint the Democratic presidents responsible for the
nefarious law and suggest the misguided political leanings of
the impoverished artisan.

Between 1841 and 1843, thirteen cabinetmakers, four chair-
makers, nine carriagemakers, twenty-one lumbermen, and
three pianoforte makers in the Southern District of New York
declared bankruptcy under a new federal law.**? As they had in
the wake of falling wages and unemployment after the Panic
of 1819, New York journeymen once again struck out on their
own. Operating as the Association of Cabinet Makers, their
wareroom offered “a stock of every description of Cabinet
Furniture, of the best and well seasoned materials manufactured
in the most faithful manner, and sold at the lowest prices that
can be afforded.”**

The economic downturn came at a pivotal point in Phyfe’s
career. In 1840, Phyfe entered his seventy- rst year, and the
three-year-old partnership with his sons William and James D.
as D. Phyfe & Sons was reduced to D. Phyfe & Son when
William chose to go into business on his own. Although James
would continue to work with his father through the latter’s
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retirement in 1847, he does not appear to have had the desire
or the wherewithal to shoulder the business as John and
Joseph W. Meeks did when their father retired in 1836. Because
James’ signature does not appear on receipted bills predating
1837, we are at a loss to explain his role in the business prior
to that point. Neither brother is listed independently in the
city directory, where their elder brother Michael appears as a
cabinetmaker and then the owner of a mahogany yard.**

The effects of a downtrodden economy that hindered the
cabinetmaking trade were coupled with a drastic shift in the
popular design of household furnishings, both of which would
prove troubling for the Phyfes. After visiting their Fulton Street
warerooms in 1840, James Henry Hammond, a planter and
politician from Columbia, South Carolina, observed that the
Phyfes were ““as much behind the times in style as [they were]
in price. He thinks it is still 1836.”** Evidently, D. Phyfe & Son
had not reduced their prices in recognition of the ensuing
depression nor had they brought their stock in line with the
new vogue for parlor and dining room furnishings in the Old
French style that revived Rococo designs developed during the
reigns of Louis XIV and Louis XV. On that front they faced
signi cant competition from a variety of immigrant and native
cabinetmakers who were more intimately versed in the revival
styles quickly growing in popularity among New York’s fashion-
able elite.

All, however, was not lost for the Phyfe business. Hammond
in fact con rmed that it continued to operate in a high traf c
area among “excellent workmen [on] Broadway near the Astor
House [which] is the center of business & fashion.””*** Hammond’s

Duncan Phyfe

Figure 50. Henry Dacre
= (b. ca. 1820). Specie Claws,
1838-39. Lithograph with
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fellow South Carolinian John Laurence Manning visited D. Phyfe
& Son the following year and purchased enough furniture to

Il seven rooms at Millford, his country estate in Clarendon
County, South Carolina. Another prominent South Carolinian,
William Aiken of Charleston, acquired furnishings in New York,
some likely from Phyfe, in 1838, after expanding a house
inherited from his father.”*” However, other than an extensive
suite of avante-garde rosewood seating furniture for Manning’s
double parlor, most of his furnishings resembled the elegant
but plain Grecian-style furniture Phyfe had sold since the early
1830s. The latest extant bill of sale known for D. Phyfe & Son
is dated October 1841, which leaves a great deal of uncer-
tainty in the interpretation of their nal years.

The inability of D. Phyfe & Son to compete is most clearly
illustrated by a series of newspaper advertisements in 1843
and 1844 that announced a wholesale reduction in the rm’s
stock ( g. 51). In April 1843, Phyfe offered ““for sale at greatly
reduced prices, their large and fashionable assortment of
Mahogany and Rosewood Cabinet Furniture.””*** While Duncan
and James believed their reputation “at home and abroad is too
well appreciated by the public to need any commendation,”
this was the rst newspaper advertisement placed by Phyfe in
his fty-one years of cabinetmaking. At the same moment, in
an adjacent announcement, his seasoned competitor Michael
Allison, whose store was situated a block north on Vesey Street,
offered “a large quantity of Furniture, manufactured in the
best manner . . . in the most fashionable style, in rosewood,
mahogany, &c., which he offers at very reduced prices.”*** After
a half century in the business, New York’s two longest-standing



furniture manufacturers were suddenly breaking up shop. The
relocation of J. & J. W. Meeks’ highly successful rm to
14 Vesey Street after the Great Fire of 1835 destroyed their
building on Broad Street provided a source of competition as
well as a constant reminder of the evolution of taste in house-
hold furnishings.

Customer traf ¢ continued to decline, and in 1844 the
New York auction company Halliday & Jenkins advertised
that it would assist “Messrs. Duncan Phyfe & Son, who are
closing their business.” The sale included “the most extensive
and valuable assortment of highly nished furniture of the
best quality and of their well known manufacture, ever offered
in this market, comprising every variety of fashionable and
seasonable furniture.”*®

Because D. Phyfe & Son continued to operate until 1847,
this may have been a ploy to liquidate outmoded stock. Shortly
after the 1844 sale, the New Mirror of Literature, Amusement
and Instruction reported that “the oldest and most wealthy
of the cabinet warehouse-men in this city has completely
abandoned the making of English furniture. He sold out an
immense stock of high-priced articles last week at auction.”
The unnamed cabinetmaker, presumably Phyfe, had “sent to
France for models and workmen to start new with the popular
taste [for] the fashion of French furniture has come in lately
with a rush, and the nabobs are selling out, from sideboard
to broom, and furnishing anew, & la Francaise, from skylight
to basement.”***

Charles A. Baudouine (1808-1896), an American of French
extraction, and Alexander Roux (1813-1886), an immigrant
from France, were leading this trend with a steady supply of
imported and locally made furniture in the latest continental
taste. Furthermore, in the early 1840s Parisian ébéniste Auguste-
Emile Ringuet-Leprince (1801-1886) sent large quantities of
household furnishings to wealthy New York clients such as
Matthew Morgan and James Colles (see g. 132).*** Business
was strong enough to convince Ringuet-Leprince to relocate
to New York in 1848. And as fashionable New Yorkers
continued to move uptown, this new crop of cabinetmakers
followed suit. While D. Phyfe & Son and J. & J. W. Meeks
remained in the Third Ward off lower Broadway, Baudouine,
Roux, and Ringuet-Leprince all set up shop farther north, in
the Eighth Ward, on Broadway between Canal and Bleeker
Streets.’® As suggested by the six-story warehouse opened
by Baudouine in 1849 at 335 Broadway, the city’s furniture
trade was literally expanding to new heights at the close of
Phyfe’s career ( g. 52). Such structures were in dramatic
contrast to those occupied by cabinetmakers thirty years
earlier and stood witness to the development of large-scale
manufacturing facilities capable of housing upward of two
hundred employees.

Closing Shop

D. Phyfe & Son survived for another three years before of -
cially closing shop in 1847. When we examine the inventory
listed by Halliday & Jenkins for the rm’s true closeout auction
on April 16 and 17 of that year, we are left to wonder what
affect the 1843 and 1844 sales had had on thinning their stock,
and whether they ever employed French craftsmen or embraced
the new taste for French furnishings. The twenty-page cata-
logue covers an astounding 430 lots of furniture, a signi cant
percentage of which cite the plain Grecian style that Phyfe
adopted in the early 1830s, such as lot 208, a mahogany dress-
ing table with “scroll standards, marble top, round corner,
plate glass.”*** The sale also included a variety of French bed-
steads with scrolled head- and footboards that James H.
Hammond had claimed were “decidedly going out [of fashion]”
in 1840.* While there is a rosewood sofa and chairs “style
of Louis XIV” and a pair of “magni cent rosewood French
Couches with Voltaires to match, we nd limited evidence of
the OIld French style, as the Rococo Revival was known.*®
However, D. Phyfe & Son placed these en mode items in
a prominent position—the same rst- oor showroom at
194 Fulton where Phyfe is depicted with two customers in the
watercolor from thirty years earlier.

Despite D. Phyfe & Son’s limited revenue in the last years,
between his retirement in 1847 at the ripe age of seventy-seven
and his death seven years later, Phyfe continued to pro tthrough
his rental properties. A series of lawsuits led by Phyfe and his
children between 1849 and 1857 help illuminate the annual
proceeds garnered from these buildings.*” Those on Fulton
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Figure 51. Advertisements from the New-York Commercial Advertiser,
April 28, 1843. The New-York Historical Society
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Figure 52. Label from a lady’s writing desk made by
Charles A. Baudouine, 1849-54. Museum of Fine
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Street were particularly lucrative, with leases ranging from
$1,600 per year for Phyfe’s house at 193 Fulton to $4,350 and
$1,550 for Nos. 190 and 192, respectively. When these gures
are multiplied over the numerous residential and commercial
spaces let by Phyfe, it is clear that they maintained a reliable
source of income once the cabinetmaking business closed.
Phyfe’s real estate investments placed his af uence on a par
with the city’s most notable patrician landholders and mer-
chants. Nevertheless, other than through his participation in
benevolent and political associations, Phyfe made no attempt
to interact with the upper echelons of New York society. He
either did not aspire to or chose not to pursue the limelight of

Duncan Phyfe

the fashionable upper class. In this he avoided criticism as a
parvenu and maintained his role as a dedicated craftsman-
mechanic. During his own lifetime, Phyfe was recognized and
publicly lauded for his work ethic and nancial success.
Moses Beach’s Wealth and Biography of the Wealthy Citizens
of New York (1845) describes how Phyfe, whose wealth was
assessed at $300,000, “‘commenced on Fulton Street . . . a poor
cabinet-maker, and has now the largest and most fashionable
establishment in the country.”**® The only other cabinetmaker
mentioned in this volume was Phyfe’s then-retired competitor
Joseph Meeks Sr., also worth $300,000, who “by assiduous
care and attention amassed the above fortune” through careful



investment in real estate. In a telling omission, however, both
Phyfe and Meeks are absent from William Armstrong’s The
Avristocracy of New York: Who They Are and What They Were
(1848), despite the inclusion of gentri ed neighbors worth
one-third as much as they. Although wealthy, they remained
outside the city’s network of prominent citizens.

This is not to imply that Phyfe was reticent about his suc-
cess, for it was prominently displayed in an elegantly appointed
home at 193 Fulton Street ( g. 53). Likely built in 1816-17,
shortly after Phyfe purchased the lease rights to the property
and when he was ush with the pro ts of a cabinetmaking
business at its peak, the two-and-a-half-story dwelling was a

Figure 53. Architectural drawing of
Phyfe’s house at 193 Fulton Street,
early 20th century. Watercolor, gouache,
gum arabic, and graphite on off-white
wove paper, 15%s x 11%s in. The
Metropolitan Museum of Art, Rogers
Fund, 1922 22.28.2

frame structure with a brick fagade.* It is notable for its stone
lintels and decorative door surround and was as stylistically
advanced as his workshops and warehouses across the street.*”
An unusually wide lot allowed Phyfe a four-bay house that
included an of ce on the rst oor across the hall from a for-
mal parlor and dining room.

In addition to the detailed inventory of Phyfe’s estate, the auc-
tion notice for the sale of Duncan and Rachel Phyfe’s furnish-
ings shortly after Duncan’s death provides additional insight
into the appearance of 193 Fulton, particularly with reference
to upholstery fabrics.*™ The parlor, with a pair of windows hung
with “Satin Damask Curtains” overlooking Fulton Street, was
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clearly the nest room and was furnished with rich furniture,
decorative vases, gilt clocks and lighting devices, and numerous
mirrors, which the advertisement describes as “superb French-
plate”” While the preponderance of mahogany furniture
throughout the house implies that Phyfe did not bring home the
cream of his stock-in-trade, some rosewood furnishings were
prominently featured in the parlor.** A pair of “carved rose-
wood chairs in velvet” was placed next to an “elegant carved
mahogany suite . . . in hair cloth,” along with two rosewood
center tables, a rosewood worktable, and a marble-topped
mahogany sideboard and cellaret that are a tour de force of the
pedestal-end sideboard form popular in the city in the late 1810s
and early 1820s (see PI. 24). The inventory lists eight “mahogany
French chairs” in addition to the eight en suite with the sofa.
Regrettably, nearly all of the couple’s furnishings were auc-
tioned shortly after Phyfe’s death in 1854. Their children
quickly emptied the house so that it could be converted into a
rental property. Other than the aforementioned sideboard and

Figure 55. Edward D. Phyfe (1808-1887).
Photograph, ca. 1880. Collection of
Glorianna H. Gibbon

Duncan Phyfe




cellaret, the family’s silver, including a ewer made by Phyfe’s
nephew William M. Phyfe (1810-1893) and his partner Garrett
Eoff, and some of Duncan’s personal affects, the remainder
was sold to the public.*” But if the furniture owned by William
and Eliza Phyfe Vail and James and Julia Phyfe is representative
of their parents’ personal taste in home furnishings, we can
surmise that 193 Fulton included household goods in a broad
range of styles and of a consistently high level of quality. The
two constants among extant Phyfe family furnishings are their
impeccable construction and the superb quality of the veneers.

The inventory and auction notice of the Phyfes’ household
furnishings also provide a rare, albeit restricted, view into the
family’s lifestyle. Worktables, writing desks, checker stands,
and an extensive library, including “superbly bound illustrated
books,” characterize their recreational pursuits, while a plaster
bust in the front hall and twenty- ve inexpensive “pictures,”
which the auction notice refers to as “oil paintings and engrav-
ings,” added a layer of artistic appreciation to their surround-
ings.*™ Furthermore, while Phyfe is commonly remembered as

Figure 56. Wedding of
Duncan P. Whitlock

(b. 1821) and Margaret P.
Ronaldson. Photograph,
1860. Winterthur Library,
Joseph Downs Collection
of Manuscripts and
Printed Ephemera

a teetotaler, bottle racks, a gin case, and the cellaret in his parlor
imply only a partial rejection of tippling, and the spittoons in
the dining room and porch suggest a taste for chewing tobacco
common among Americans during this period.

When Duncan Phyfe died on August 16, 1854, from “Old
Age,” he left behind a grand legacy, both as a legend in the
cabinetmaking trade and in his attainment of signi cant af u-
ence.” He was buried beside Rachel, who died in 1851 from
“paralysis” at the age of seventy, in the nonsectarian Marble
Cemetery on Second Street, where other notable and wealthy

gures of his day, such as James Monroe, Stephen Allen, and
Luman Reed, were laid to rest.*”® The Phyfes’ stay was brief,
however, for sixteen months later their children reinterred
them at Green-Wood Cemetery in Brooklyn ( g. 54). Green-
Wood had been established in 1838 as a rural, landscaped
burial ground in the mode of Laurel Hill in Philadelphia and
Mount Auburn in Cambridge, Massachusetts, and would
remain a fashionable nal destination for members of the
New York gentry. Although his contemporaries Robert Troup
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and DeWitt Clinton, among others, may not have considered
him of equal stature, Phyfe has remained by their side at
Green-Wood ever since.

At the time of his death Phyfe held $25,000 in stocks, bonds,
and outside promissory notes, but the great majority of his net
worth remained in real estate.””” Estate papers reveal that he
had transferred nearly $265,000, or 85 percent of his wealth,
to his children in the form of promissory notes and gifts of
property. Through bonds dated May 2, 1853, and August 14,
1854, he gave his ve surviving children his holdings on Fulton,
Reade, and Dey Streets, and, in the case of Mary Whitlock,
title to the Mitchell Mansion in Southbury, Connecticut, that
he had presented to her in 1843.

While Phyfe’s children shared in a comfortable lifestyle
provided by a successful career and wise investments, none of
them shared his drive to work well into old age. Remarkably,
Edward ( g. 55) and James were still living with their parents
in 1850, despite being forty-two and thirty-six, respectively,
the latter with his wife, Julia, and an infant son, Duncan
(1848-1919), in tow. As we have no indication that Edward
was ever employed in the family business or elsewhere, he
must have been completely reliant on his father for nancial
support.*® In the 1860 federal census, James and William are
listed as “Gentlemen” retirees living a life of leisure, the former
in Bethlehem, Pennsylvania, and the latter in New York City;
William and Eliza Vail, four children, and four Irish servants
are listed as living in New Market, New Jersey. Not surpris-
ingly, four of Phyfe’s children named sons in his honor. Phyfe’s
grandchildren also bene ted from inherited wealth. James’
family traveled to Europe in the 1850s, and he sent at least one
son, William H. P. Phyfe (1855-1915), to Columbia College.
William Phyfe used a portion of his inheritance to underwrite
his son Duncan’s venture into the lumber trade.” And the
widowed Mary Whitlock, matriarch of a large family, could
proudly oversee the nuptials of her son Duncan in a grand
Connecticut house ( g. 56) with a table from her father’s
workshop (PI. 53) to support the wedding cake.
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auction of the contents of 193 Fulton in 1854. Because Burkhalter
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Savannabh, Isaac W. Morrell, owed Phyfe’s estate the more substantial
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Edward Phyfe was rst married in 1852 to Ann Eliza Voorhis (Register
of Marriages in the Parish of Trinity Church, New York, vol. 2, Trinity
Church Archives). He may have suffered from physical or mental short-
comings, as he never worked and was not, like his brothers and brother-
in-law, selected to be an executor of his father’s estate (“Last Will &
Testament of Duncan Phyfe,” January 7, 1854, Thomas J. Watson Library,
Metropolitan Museum). Furthermore, despite his extensive wealth, in

1880, then seventy-one, he was living with his son, Harry, in the house
of his deceased second wife’s parents, John D. and Permilla Matlake,
who were younger than Phyfe (United States Population Census, 1880,
Westchester County, New York). Before his death in 1887, Edward
wrote his son out of his will and “was un t to take care of the child,
having suffered during the closing years of his life with softening of
the brain” (“Ignoring His Son: A Father Wills His Money to His
Nephew,” New York Times, December 6, 1888).
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Figures 170-172. Center table, worktable, and dining table made in 1834 by Duncan Phyfe for George and Maria Clark Fox, seen at Fanewood, the
Clark family country house. Photographs, ca. 1925. Nancy McClelland Archive, Cooper-Hewitt, National Design Museum, Smithsonian Institution
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and has frontal scroll supports rather than canted ones, and is
nearly identical to a pair of pier tables that Phyfe made for his
daughter Eliza (PI. 48).

Some of Maria Fox’s Phyfe furniture, together with the origi-
nal bill of sale, was discovered during the course of research for
this exhibition. Two sofas (PI. 43) remained with family descen-
dants until 2005. Other pieces associated with the invoice that
were identi ed are a center table, a worktable, a set of dining
tables ( gs. 170-172), and ten of what were originally twelve
mahogany chairs (Pl. 44). The center table and worktable
derive from English Regency design, with bases in the simpli ed
geometry of a Grecian cross; a card table with a cruciform
base and carved animal-paw feet is illustrated in plate 35 of
The Cabinet-Maker and Upholsterer’s Guide (London, 1826),
by the English Regency furniture designer George Smith. The
dining table is an extension table with a trestle base and a top
that pivots 90 degrees; two hinged legs concealed in the sliding
frame drop down at one end to support extra leaves.®® The
chairs have bold concave crest rails based on ancient Greek
examples and the newly fashionable “French” cabriole legs.
Their minimalist form recalls the simpli ed Biedermeier furni-
ture made for the new urban middle class in Europe.

In 1836, following the death of his second child and his
wife two months later, George Fox moved from the Madison
Street house and, according to family tradition, returned the
Phyfe furniture to his father-in-law, Benjamin Clark. The fur-
niture descended to Maria’s younger sister Anna (1819-1914),
who married William J. Roe (1811-1875). Roe is listed in the
New York City directories at 1 Bridge Street from 1837 until
1843. At some point the furniture was moved to Fanewood,
Benjamin Clark’s country home at New Windsor-on-Hudson
near Newburgh, New York, where it remained for many years.
In 1922 Mary Zeigler, a Roe granddaughter and the later
McClelland correspondent, offered to lend some of the furniture
to the Duncan Phyfe exhibition held that year at the Metropolitan
Museum, but the loan was turned down as the choices were
already set.® The exhibition generated widespread interest in
Phyfe, and in 1925 Mary Zeigler’s brother William J. Roe Il
sold the dining table, ten chairs, and the original bill of sale to
Alfred Cowles Il, publisher of the Chicago Tribune. Cowles
installed the furniture in his Chicago home and had at least
four armchairs made to match the side chairs. Two years after
his death in 1939, the dining table was examined by furniture
historians who, failing to recognize it as an example of Phyfe’s
extension dining table, concluded erroneously that the table
had been made over from a console or pier table and its top
reduced in size. Also advising on the offer of sale of one of the
sofas, the curator echoed the prevailing opinion that “the luster
of Phyfe’s name” could not offset “the commonplace design
[of the 1830s] in which all the grace of his earlier period is

Duncan Phyfe

lost.”® The Cowleses’ heir who inherited the table later chose
to have a new double pillar-and-claw base in Phyfe’s early style
made for the original dining table top and a new top made for
the original trestle base.

Lewis and Sarah Stirling

The pier tables that Phyfe made for the Louisiana cotton
planter Lewis Stirling (1786-1858) and his wife, Sarah Turn-
bull Stirling (1789-1875) ( g. 173), are similar to those he
made for Maria and George Fox, except that they are much
longer (compare gs. 36 and 110). In 1836 the Stirlings made
a ve-month trip to the East Coast and Canada, stopping for
nearly three months in New York to shop for furnishings for
their newly completed plantation home, Wake eld, and in
Connecticut to enroll a son at Yale University. Stirling carried
with him a sketch of the interior, and the tables were custom-
ized to t between the windows.*

Built of wood in the vernacular Greek Revival style, with
twelve monumental plastered brick columns on high plinths
supporting a front and rear two-story portico and gable roof,
Wake eld is situated in the fertile and lushly landscaped Feliciana
region of Louisiana a few miles north of St. Francisville. As
Lewis and Sarah had wed in 1807 and several children were
living elsewhere, Wake eld was built for entertaining and for
the extended visits that were a part of plantation life.

Although no invoices or bills of lading survive, Stirling’s
payment of $1,900 to Phyfe is indicated in the accounts of his
New Orleans factor. The pair of pier tables was split between
the parlor and the dining room, which were located to one side
of the wide central hallway and could be divided by paneled
sliding doors. One pier table (see g. 36), a dining table, and a
sideboard table remain in the house. The sideboard table
( g. 174) has three drawers in the apron for the storage of
linens and atware and lacks a mirror at the back; otherwise
it looks much like the pier tables, with marble top, scrolled
console supports, and convex front feet. A marble backsplash
originally attached to the back at the two short marble col-
umns on top is missing. It was customary for a cellaret to be
stored under a sideboard table, but none in this case is known.
The extension dining table features a bold octagonal pedestal
base. Like Phyfe’s best work in the Grecian Plain style, the tables
are veneered in superbly gured crotch mahogany.

In addition, Phyfe’s workshop supplied at least nine maple
high-post bedsteads, of which ve remain at the house. Lewis
and Sarah Stirling’s choice of this style rather than the more
fashionable Grecian or French bedsteads with scrolled ends,
provided by the rm for several other clients, may have re ected
a local preference.

The seating furniture at Wake eld was procured from the
New York chairmakers Oliver Edwards and Cyrus Baldwin



for $534.38. The order included a pair of mahogany sofas (see
g. 37), three dozen maple side chairs, and assorted chairs in
maple or mahogany. The sofas, with their beefy scrolls and exag-
gerated moldings, more closely resemble a sofa illustrated in the
Meeks broadside (see g. 108) than the re ned pair that Phyfe
made for the Foxes (PI. 43). As noted earlier, several of Phyfe’s
customers would purchase tables from the Phyfe workshop
and less costly seating furniture from other cabinetmakers.

Figure 173. Attributed to P. R. Vallée
(act. 1803-15). Lewis and Sarah Stirling,
ca. 1810. Watercolor on ivory, height
2% in. Private collection

Samuel Alfred Foot
There is no surviving documentation for the Grecian Plain style
seating furniture that Phyfe is presumed to have made for the
eminent New York lawyer Samuel Alfred Foot (1790-1878;
g. 175), but the couches so closely replicate features of the pair
that Phyfe made for his daughter Eliza Vail and for John L.
Manning that their manufacture by the cabinetmaker is virtually
guaranteed. Furthermore, family tradition has always main-

Figure 174. Duncan Phyfe. Side-
board table, 1836. Mahogany
veneer, marble, 38% x 6634 x
24%s in. Private collection
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tained that Foot purchased his furniture from Phyfe in 1837,
when the family moved into their new home at 678 Broadway.

In his “plain and truthful autobiography,” compiled late in life
from his extended diary and addressed to his fourteen children,
Foot wrote modestly of his distinguished career: “My life has
been mainly that of a laborious, persevering, earnest lawyer, and
my studies have been principally directed to obtaining success in
my profession.”* Foot’s beginnings were on a farm in Watertown,
Connecticut, where his father’s early dementia forced him at age
twelve to take over the farm’s management. The life of virtuous
industry and self-denial that Foot acquired early on, he professed
throughout his life. When he was fteen he traveled on foot to
Troy, New York, to join his older brother Ebenezer, a lawyer,
whose support enabled him to attend the grammar school at
Union College in Schenectady and to graduate from there in
1811. After nine months reading law, he became a clerk at his
brother’s Albany of ce and was admitted to the bar in 1813. In
1818 he married Mariam Fowler (d. 1832); the couple resided
in Albany.

To further his career Foot decided to relocate to New York
City, and in 1829 he and his wife leased a handsome three-story
brick house at 88 Greenwich Street. Foot noted in his autobiog-
raphy, “Mrs. Foot, with some assistance from me, purchased
the furniture we needed.”® The 1829 date is thought to be too
early for the Phyfe seating furniture that he owned. In 1832
Mariam died suddenly, and two years later Foot married Jane
Campbell (1809-1867). Family tradition is probably correct in
saying that the Phyfe furniture was acquired for the new house
Foot began constructing in 1836 at 678 Broadway that, he
wrote, “has occupied too many of my thoughts, and too large a
portion of my time. A wise man will never build a house.”*

The following year the family moved in and at that time
probably acquired the furniture attributed to Phyfe, though
Foot merely noted, “[F]Jurnishing our new house, arrangements
to move and moving into it necessarily took portions of my
time.”® The twelve-piece parlor set that came to the Metro-
politan Museum from his descendants includes a pair of couches
with scrolled ends of unequal height, two pairs of taborets,
two window seats, and four side chairs from a much larger set.
Like the Fox pieces, the set lacks ornamentation; rather, its
simplicity is relieved by handsome gured mahogany veneers
with circular discs applied to the ends of the scrolls. The pair
of asymmetrical couches in the French Restauration style, one
the mirror image of the other ( gs. 176, 177), have broad
front seat rails, stout legs with elliptical feet, and tightly scrolled
arms. Their owing top rails bring a more graceful curvilinear
line into the classical idiom. The four French chairs (Pl. 46)
have deep concave backs with straight splats and curved stiles
that extend to the front seat rail. The suite’s show covers imi-
tate the original crimson wool and cotton rep with pale yellow
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Figure 175. Photograph of a painting attributed to Ezra Ames (1768—
1836). Samuel A. Foot, ca. 1815. Whereabouts unknown. Nancy
McClelland Archive, Cooper-Hewitt, National Design Museum,
Smithsonian Institution

woven medallions and trim. Initially the backs and seats of the
couches were embellished with a woven classical wreath and
acanthus leaf scrolls. This large-scale design was not repro-
duced, but it can be seen in a photograph from the 1930s,
when the original fabric remained on the couch backs but not
on the seats ( g. 177). A mahogany card table, one of a pair,
with rounded corners and a trestle base and with the same
provenance as the seating furniture, is illustrated in the
McClelland monograph.® Their form suggests that they may
have been part of the 1829 furnishings. A sofa with a Foot his-
tory, en suite with the couches, appeared at auction in 2005.%

Seeking respite from the stress of his professional life and a
different environment for his children, Foot sold his Broadway
house in 1847 and moved his family to Geneva, New York, on
Seneca Lake in the Finger Lakes district. There he purchased
Mullrose, a house on Delancey Drive, and made additions and
improvements to it for his growing family. Foot’s most signi -
cant career achievements lay ahead. He was appointed judge
of the New York State Court of Appeals in 1851, and during
the two terms he served in the state legislature (1856 and 1857)
he introduced resolutions condemning the court verdict against
the former slave Dred Scott. A painting by his son-in-law, the
Hudson River School artist Worthington Whittredge, married



Figure 176. Attributed to Duncan Phyfe. Couch, ca. 1837 Mahogany veneer, mahogany, 382 x 74 x 24% in. The Metropolitan Museum of Art,
Purchase L. E. Katzenbach Fund Gift, 1966 66.221.1

Figure 177. Attributed to Duncan Phyfe. Couch, ca. 1837, in partial original fabric. Photograph, ca. 1939. Nancy McClelland Archive, Cooper-Hewitt,
National Design Museum, Smithsonian Institution

Patrons of the Cabinet Warehouse

139



140

Figure 178. Worthington Whittredge (1820-1910). Geneva House,
1877. Oil on canvas, 23 x 17 in. Private collection

to his eldest daughter, Euphemia, shows Foot at eighty-seven
seated on the porch of his Geneva house with two Whittredge
grandchildren playing in the garden ( g. 178).

Stephen and Harriet Van Rensselaer

Two generations of Van Rensselaers were customers of Duncan
Phyfe. In 1811, Stephen Van Rensselaer Il patronized the
cabinetmaker for a library chair (App. 2.21), and two decades
later Stephen IV (1789-1868) and his wife, Harriet (1799-1875)
( g.179), purchased a set of sixteen French chairs. These were
made for their Albany town house, built in 1816-18 by the
architect Philip Hooker (1766-1836), and later were used in
the venerable eighteenth-century Van Rensselaer Manor
House ( g. 180). As noted earlier Harriet’s father, William
Bayard, had presented the couple with wedding furniture in
1817, tables in the French late Empire style by Charles-Honoré
Lannuier and a suite of parlor seating furniture from France.
The chairs ( g. 181), which closely resemble the Foot parlor
chairs (PI. 46), re ect the couple’s continuing infatuation with
French styles. Several remnants of invoices from Duncan Phyfe
are among the few Van Rensselaer family papers to survive the
1911 re at the New York State Library in Albany. An undated
invoice from 1834, totaling $276 for nine items, includes an
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Figure 179. Artotypes by E. Bierstadt of a portrait of
Stephen Van Rensselaer 1V, ca. 1810, and a miniature
of Harriet Bayard Van Rensselaer, ca. 1820. From
May King Van Rensselaer, The Van Rensselaers of
the Manor of Rensselaerwyck (1888)

expensive wardrobe, a pair of basin stands, and a re screen.
None of this furniture has been located. A partially burned bill
dated June 20, 1835, indicates that Phyfe supplied twelve
mahogany chairs at $12 each. The following month he billed
for *“[4] chairs and ““Packing [for] 4 chairs.”®

Following the death of Stephen Van Rensselaer Il in 1839,
Harriet and Stephen IV engaged the New York City architect
Richard Upjohn (1802-1878) to make extensive alterations to
the family’s 1765 Manor House, from which three generations
of Van Rensselaers had acted almost as feudal proprietors,
administering enormous tracts of land in Rensselaer and Albany
counties. Upjohn covered the exterior walls in sanded mastic,
replaced the stonework with brown New Jersey sandstone
decorated with classical motifs, added a porch to the front



Figure 180. Thomas Cole (1801-1848). The Van Rensselaer Manor House, 1841. Oil on canvas, 24 x 35 in. Albany Institute of History & Art,
Bequest of Miss Katherine E. Turnbull, granddaughter of Stephen Van Rensselaer Il1

Figure 181. Duncan Phyfe. French chair, 1835. Mahogany, Figure 182. Attributed to Duncan Phyfe. Upholstered armchair, ca. 1835.
mahogany veneer, 31 x 1878 x 20 in. Hirschl & Adler Galleries, Mahogany, mahogany veneer, 38 x 24 x 32 in. Westervelt Collection,
New York Westervelt Warner Museum of American Art, Tuscaloosa, Alabama
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Figure 183. Dining room, William Bayard Van Rensselaer residence, 385 State Street, Albany. Photograph, ca. 1900, Gustave Lorey
Studios, Albany. Albany Institute of History & Art Library, Gift of Mrs. F. Carrington Weeds

facade, and enlarged and remodeled the wings from Philip
Hooker’s 1818-19 renovations.*®® Upjohn completed his work
in 1843. In a late nineteenth-century photograph of the interior
of the house, some of the Phyfe French chairs can be seen in the
dining room with a late classical armchair and taboret possibly
by Phyfe.” The chairs may have remained at that location until
1893, when William Bayard Van Rensselaer (1856-1909),
a grandson of Stephen and Harriet, had the Manor House
razed. Five French chairs and a pair of upholstered armchairs of
closely related design also probably by Phyfe ( g. 182) are
visible in a circa 1900 photograph of the dining room of
William Bayard Van Rensselaer’s newly completed Albany
town house at 385 State Street ( g. 183), which incorporated
some of the eighteenth-century interior woodwork from the
Manor House. Re ected in the overmantel mirror is the large
archway with Rococo foliate carving in the spandrels and

anking lonic pilasters originally from the stair hall opening
of the Manor House and now installed in the Van Rensselaer
Hall at the Metropolitan Museum. Designed by the architect
Marcus T. Reynolds (1869-1937), a Van Rensselaer cousin,
the Albany town house was one of three residences built behind
a grand Italian Renaissance palazzo fagade ornamented with
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Van Rensselaer heraldic devices, giving the appearance of a
single palace.™ The chairs are listed in a 1937 inventory of the
estate of Van Rensselaer’s wife, Louisa, as “Manor House
Side Chairs 16/Manor House Arm Chairs, 2.2 All were sold
at auction in 1999 by a VVan Rensselaer descendant.™

William and Eliza Phyfe Vail

Phyfe also made furniture in the Grecian Plain style for his
second daughter, Eliza (1803-1890), who in 1825 became the
wife of William Vail Jr. (1802-1875), a partner in the dry
goods rm of Vail & Reed ( g. 184). The furniture can be
dated by a trade card of D. Phyfe & Sons, the name used by
the rm from 1837 to 1840, tacked inside the back apron of a
pier table (Pl. 48). In 1830 the couple purchased an estate of
thirty-two acres from William Vail Sr. in New Market (now
Piscataway), New Jersey, relocating there from New York City
soon after. They lived in an old house on the property before
building Valmere, a handsome Greek Revival home constructed
between 1849 and 1851, after the Phyfe cabinetmaking enter-
prise had closed, leading one to believe that the Vails acquired
the Grecian Plain style furniture for the earlier house. A pair of
couches that Phyfe made for his daughter and son-in-law



Figure 184. William and Eliza Phyfe Vail. Photographs, ca. 1870. Collection of Glorianna H. Gibbon

Figure 185. D. Phyfe & Sons. Couch, 1837-40. Mahogany veneer, mahogany, 33% x 72 x 24%s in. Collection of Virginia Anne Gould
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( g. 185) is similar to the pair made for Samuel Foot (see

g. 176) and to the couches he made for John L. Manning at
Millford (see g. 193). Eliza’s couches have a gently inclined
back, less pronounced than the curve of the Foot and Manning
examples, terminating in a large disc. Striking visual effects are
created by gured mahogany veneers, which are book-matched
on the front seat rail. A set of side chairs (Pl. 49) presumably
made en suite with the couches were at the forefront of the
new French styles then being adopted by New York cabinet-
makers. The couches, chairs, a taboret, and a pair of pier tables
with scrolled supports (Pl. 48) remain with Eliza’s descendants
along with furniture dating from the time of her marriage and
other Phyfe memorabilia. A photograph of Valmere ( g. 186)
shows Eliza and her brother Edward seated at the center of the
porch, her husband standing to her right, and three genera-
tions of the family.

Millford

John Laurence and Susan Hampton Manning

The agricultural prosperity of the pre—Civil War South enabled
wealthy planters to travel to New York and other East Coast
cities to shop for furnishings for their plantation homes.
Among these af uent Southerners was Princeton-educated
John Laurence Manning (1816-1889; g. 187). Scion of a
politically prominent family Manning, like others of his social
class, pursued agriculture and politics and would serve as
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Figure 186. Valmere,
New Market, New
Jersey. Photograph,
July 1868. Collection
of Glorianna H. Gibbon

governor of South Carolina from 1852 to 1854. In 1838 he
married Susan Frances Hampton (1816-1845; g¢. 188), a
daughter of the legendary Wade Hampton |, whose large
fortune lay behind the building of Millford, in the sand hills of
Clarendon (now Sumter) County, central South Carolina.™
The house, which Manning built between 1839 and 1841 on
more than four thousand acres that were a gift from his
maternal grandparents, is one of the nest extant examples of
Greek Revival residential architecture in America ( g. 189).
Manning lled it, appropriately, with the very nest furniture
made in New York. The quantity of Phyfe pieces that survive
there, produced in the last years of the cabinetmaker’s career,
is truly remarkable.

Plans for the house were drawn up in 1839 by a Providence,
Rhode Island, builder, Nathaniel Potter (ca. 1807-1874).
Potter charged $34,000 for constructing the house, with the
stipulation that Manning also supply the building materials. The
actual designer of Millford, however, may have been the German
architect Charles Friedrich Reichardt (1803-after 1852),
whose in uence is clearly visible in its design. Immigrating to
New York City in 1832, Reichardt moved four years later to
Charleston, where he designed several buildings, including the
Charleston Hotel, which served as the prototype for Millford.™
The principal facade of Millford, dominated by a monumental
portico with six stop- uted columns of stuccoed brick and
wood-carved Corinthian capitals, once overlooked formal
gardens and rice elds, with a view to the swamplands of the



Figure 187. James DeVeaux (1812-1844). John Laurence Manning, Figure 188. Attributed to James DeVeaux (1812-1844). Susan Hampton
1838. Oil on canvas, 30%2 x 25% in. Classical American Homes Manning, 1839. Qil on canvas, 30% x 25% in. Classical American Homes
Preservation Trust Preservation Trust

Figure 189. Millford Plantation, built 1839-41. Sumter County, South Carolina. Photograph, 2008
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Figure 190. Attributed to Viviano Codazzi (1603-1672); gures by an unidenti ed,
possibly Northern European, painter. Roman Ruins. Oil on canvas, 23% x 28% in.

Collection of Richard Hampton Jenrette

Wateree River. Following Potter’s speci cations, the brick house
was stuccoed and painted a straw color with white trim. The
main stairway is located not in the central hallway but, recalling
English Regency design, within a cylinder joined to the rear
facade that rises three stories to a shallow-ribbed dome with a
stained-glass oculus. To each side covered walkways lead to
two small dependencies, the kitchen and a laundry.

From the moment that he began to build Millford, Manning
wanted to acquire ne art for his new home. In 1838 or 1839
he met with the Italian-born Count Joseph Binda, his neighbor
in South Carolina and the owner of an art gallery in New York.
A seductive and charismatic man with contacts among Europe’s
titled aristocracy, Binda had married a granddaughter of the
Revolutionary War general Thomas Sumter in Paris and fol-
lowed the family to Stateburg, South Carolina. Manning per-
haps felt unsure of his own judgment in ne art as he sought
the opinion of several artists, among them Henry Inman and
the miniaturist Thomas S. Cummings. Both men advised
Manning in his choices from Binda’s gallery.” A painting that
today hangs at Millford of a fashionable couple visiting the
site of an ancient ruin ( g. 190) is recorded by Manning in his

ne arts inventory as “Roman Ruins,” by Giovanni Paolo
Panini—a grand but inaccurate attribution.” The picture was
probably painted nearly a century earlier by the Italian painter
Viviano Codazzi, with gures executed by another hand.”
Most of the art that Manning acquired from Binda had highly
guestionable provenances: a trade with Napoleon’s brother
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Figure 191. Unidenti ed artist. Jupiter. Roman
head, 1st-3rd century; body, 18th century. Marble,
height 28% in. Columbia Museum of Art, Columbia,
South Carolina, Gift of Admiral Cato D. and Ellen
Manning Glover

Joseph Bonaparte, then residing on his estate in Bordentown,
New Jersey, for three paintings that “once hung” in the royal
palace in Madrid, where Bonaparte brie y resided; “ancient”
sculptures purchased from the Roman gallery of “the renowned”
Cardinal Buonvisi. A bust of Jupiter ( g. 191), an antique
Roman head married to an eighteenth-century body, is one of
eight life-sized busts that Manning installed. Perhaps Binda
was himself naive in his purchases, though more likely he was
taking advantage of his Southern client.” Nevertheless, through
his art collection Manning was able to realize his personal vision
for Millford as the embodiment of classical taste in America.
In October 1840 Manning was in New York, where he stopped
at the Astor House, the city’s rst luxury hotel, which had been
completed two years earlier. On this visit, or perhaps a previ-
ous one, he may have called at the D. Phyfe & Son warerooms
to select furniture in the sophisticated French-inspired Grecian
Plain style that Phyfe was known for and that was so well
suited to Millford’s architecture. Could Manning have sought
advice on his choice of a cabinetmaker as well? From Inman,
or James DeVeaux, Inman’s assistant, who had just completed
Manning’s portrait ( g. 187), or even from Binda himself? Or
was Phyfe’s reputation so widespread that his work was known
to Manning, who chose to rely on his own taste? There is no
evidence one way or another, but in June of the following year
D. Phyfe & Son shipped forty-seven boxes of furniture to
Manning’s agent in Charleston; the contents of each box is
recorded on a bill of lading (App. 1.9).* Twelve boxes of furniture



had arrived earlier, and a letter dated September 11, 1841,
states that the balance of the furniture, an additional thirty-
nine boxes, had been shipped from New York.* Unfortunately,
no further documentation for either shipment survives and
the contents of the boxes are unknown. Complementing these
records are two letters dated, respectively, January 5 and 7,
1842, and an invoice dated January 5, 1842, in the amount of
$2,047.14, for work completed between January 1841 and
January 1842, from Phyfe & Brother, the upholstery rm of
James and Robert Phyfe, the sons of Duncan’s brother John.®

A photograph of the rst- oor center hallway ( g. 192),
taken about 1900, shows what is likely the original placement
of some of the furniture. Two pairs of Grecian couches are
seen on opposite walls of the sixteen-foot-wide hall. The
couches ank two massive sideboard tables with marble tops,
and several armchairs stand about. The 1841 bill of lading
identi es the four couches as made of walnut and records
eight walnut armchairs, though it does not specify the wood of
the two sideboard tables. Three of the walnut couches
(' g.193) and the two walnut sideboard tables ( g. 194) are at
Millford today. The selection of this less expensive wood,
which had mostly gone out of fashion since its wide use in the
mid-eighteenth century, at rst seems unusual. But in the

1840s, walnut returned to style as a less costly alternative to
mahogany. Two of the three known walnut armchairs, today
housed at the Hampton-Preston Mansion, Columbia, South
Carolina ( g. 195), are of the klismos type, with wide vase- or

baluster-shaped splats. The chairs’ original faux-leather red
upholstery survives beneath two layers of modern fabric. In
the hallway photograph, the couches have tufted seats and
appear to be in the same simulated leather covering.
Manning’s second wife, Sally Bland Clarke (1829-1885),
recorded the impressions of her rst sight of Millford following
their marriage: “Millford far surpassed my expectations in
every respect. . . . The hall was the rst thing which struck me as
| entered. It is enormously large with sofas & chairs of leather
on either side and tables with marbles [sic] slabs on which are
placed old busts which were dug from the earth in Italy.”*
The most elegant of Millford’s interiors, the drawing room
( g. 196), is distinguished by richly carved Corinthian col-
umns and embellished with Grecian ornaments cast in plaster
that were copied from Minard Lafever’s popular pattern book
The Beauties of Modern Architecture (New York, 1835). The
folding mirrored doors, visible on either side behind the pair
of ottomans, are based directly on plate 7 in that publication.
When pulled shut, they divide the room into a double parlor.
The pair of white statuary marble mantels were procured from
John Struthers & Son in Philadelphia, which also provided
mantels of black and gold Egyptian marble for the dining
room and library.® The original large gilt-framed mirrors
shipped from New York hang on the piers and above the
mantels and add brightness with their re ected light from
oor-to-ceiling windows. Much of the original Grecian-style
parlor furniture is at Millford today, and more pieces are

Figure 192. Center hall-
way, Millford Plantation.
Photograph, ca. 1900.
Collection of Richard
Hampton Jenrette
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Figure 193. D. Phyfe & Son. Couch, 1841. Walnut veneer, walnut, rosewood banding, 32% x 76% x 23% in. Collection of Richard Hampton Jenrette

known in private and public collections. As almost none of
these pieces appear on the surviving bill of lading, they must
have been part either of the earlier or the later shipment. All
the parlor furniture is veneered with richly hued Brazilian
rosewood, except for several upholstered armchairs with peaked
crest rails and elements of the couches and occasional tables,
which are painted in imitation of the exotic hardwood. A pair
of sofas and two couches (Pl. 63 and g. 197) show the in u-
ence of a new fashion: the revival of the Old French styles of
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Louis XIV and Louis XV then becoming popular in Europe
and America. Phyfe sought ways to embrace these forward-
looking styles even in the last years of his rm’s production.
Bands of at molding, fresh to his vocabulary, form volutes
and C-scrolls that de ne the contours and legs of both the sofa
and the couches.

A new furniture arrangement was then coming into fashion.
Sofas and couches were pulled away from the walls to the
middle of the room facing a center table. This modern, more

Figure 194. D. Phyfe & Son. Sideboard table, 1841.
Walnut veneer, walnut 38% x 78Ys x 25%s in.
Collection of Richard Hampton Jenrette



casual layout indicated a growing informality in lifestyle. At
Muillford, each parlor was likely furnished with a sofa, a couch,
and an occasional table (PIl. 64), all equipped with casters so
that they could be moved to the center of the room in a formal
arrangement or placed by the windows or replace for reading
or casual conversation.® A pair of ottomans, a shape adapted
from a Western perception of Eastern luxury and ease, were
always placed against the wall. A pair at Millford ( g. 198), a
form not seen earlier in Phyfe’s work, have low upholstered
seats with spring supports and straight backs meant to be piled
with loose pillows. The openwork fan ornament is inspired by
an ornament in George Smith’s Collection of Designs for
Household Furniture and Interior Decoration (London, 1826),
the honeysuckle fan, though Phyfe’s interpretation is more
akin to one half of a Gothic rose window. This motif is repeated
at the center of the bottom rails of the four window seats.
One window seat now in the Metropolitan Museum (PI. 61;
three of the original four remain in the parlor at Millford)

Figure 195. D. Phyfe & Son. Armchair, 1841. Walnut, walnut veneer,
34%s x 22 x 22%3 in. Historic Columbia Foundation, Hampton-Preston
Mansion, Columbia, South Carolina
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Figure 196. Drawing room, Millford Plantation. Photograph, 2008
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Figure 197. D. Phyfe & Son. Couch, 1841. Rosewood veneer, rosewood-grained in imitation of mahogany, 35%s x 73% x 227 in. Collection of
Richard Hampton Jenrette
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Figure 198. D. Phyfe & Son. Ottoman, 1841. Rosewood veneer, 34% x 70%s x 26%4 in. Collection of Richard Hampton Jenrette
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retains its original upholstery and silk damask covering in a
meandering oral pattern that recalls Louis XV textile designs.
The fabric, thought to have covered all the upholstered draw-
ing room furniture, has been replicated for the exhibition.

The concordance of furniture and fabric styles was proposed
by the English furniture designer Thomas King. In The Modern
Style of Cabinet Work Exempli ed (London, 1829), King illus-
trates a re screen that he describes as in the “old French
style,” with at banded molding and a screen covered in a fab-
ric of serpentine owering vine (see g. 133). The visual impact
of the parlor furniture at Millford relied largely on its fabric,
freely adapted from Rococo designs that, together with the
exotic rosewood veneers, enrich the Grecian Plain style.

The elegant and re ned side chairs, part of a set (Pl. 62),
have peaks at the center of the crest rails and openwork
splats, hinting at the new Gothic style. Additionally, two
pairs of rosewood-veneered taborets (Millford and private
collections; App. 2.5) illustrate the enduring fashion of this
classical form. The taborets and a set of six nesting tables
(PI. 65) are portable and versatile and could be placed about
the room as needed. Four rosewood corner tables with scrolled
supports and marble tops (two remain at Millford) also sur-
vive (App. 2.6), along with two marble-top rectangular occa-
sional tables (PI. 64).

Manning purchased directly from the Charleston retailers
Hayden & Gregg four impressive seven-arm lacquered-brass
candelabra for the parlor and two bronze hanging lanterns for
the hallways. All are at Millford today.* The candelabra stand
on circular pedestals that have been cut down from their original
height, which was nearly twice what it is today (see g. 196).

For the parlors, dining room, and bedchambers, the uphol-
sterers Phyfe & Brother fabricated curtains and supplied hard-
ware to hang them. The most costly items on the invoice were
eight large gilded cornices for the parlor curtains at $40 each.
These were perhaps gilded gesso on wood and not metal, as
the letter included with the invoice twice emphasizes that the
box be handled with great care and kept from dampness. The

rm did not supply the fabric but furnished silk cords and
slides for tassels, silk cables (twisted roping), rosettes (curtain
pins), and other trimmings, and charged for sewing the cur-
tains, which brought their bill for the parlor draperies to more
than $500. The letter further indicates that the curtains were
made of satin fabric. There is no evidence, however, that Phyfe
& Brother were the upholsterers of the furniture. Interestingly,
Manning purchased two antique chairs (“2 Carvd Chairs
[antique]™) for $220 from Phyfe & Brother.*” Such chairs were
usually used in libraries, but a photograph probably dating
to the early twentieth century (Pl. 61, g. 1) shows that two
Elizabethan-style armchairs in needlework upholstery had
been moved to the parlor. The nal item on the invoice, silk

and gimp for the backs of library chairs, gives evidence of the
chairs’ planned-for location and suggests that they were in old
fabric. Only the backs were to be recovered, perhaps to coor-
dinate with the room’s décor.

The furniture for the dining room, all recorded in the 1841
bill of lading, is in mahogany. The large extension dining table
( g. 199) features a richly veneered faceted central pedestal
and is designed to accommodate ve leaves when fully extended.
Two turned legs stored in the frame at each end could be pulled
down for added support. The French upholstered armchairs
( g.200) are asimpli ed version of the four rosewood examples
with peaked crest rails and elegantly carved lotus arm sup-
ports that stood in the parlor (see g. 118). The dining table, a
dozen armchairs, and the original cellaret (PIl. 60) are today in
the dining room at Millford. The mahogany sideboard table is
unknown, but it probably looked much like the Stirling side-
board table (see g. 174). The sarcophagus-shaped cellaret
would have been stored beneath the open sideboard and rolled
out to the dining table for use at dinner parties. Phyfe also sup-
plied two corner cupboards, two knife boxes, and three dinner
wagons, pieces not at Millford today.* Phyfe & Brother fabri-
cated curtains in merino wool with silk tassels.*

For the bedchambers, D. Phyfe & Son indicated that they
had shipped one French and two Grecian bedsteads, two
wardrobes, two swing or cheval glasses, four washstands, and
two nightstands. A fourth bed must have arrived in a separate
shipment, because Phyfe & Brother billed the following
January for four canopies at $40 each: two octagonal, one
round, and one oval, with four sets of bed curtains (one set in
blue and white), in addition to pillows, bolsters, and bedding,
and eighteen pairs of lined and interlined window curtains.
Instructions were included for installing the canopies with an
iron bolt passed through the oor above. The Grecian bedstead
and a nightstand (Pls. 55, 57), both now in the Metropolitan
Museum, are part of what was originally a much larger rose-
wood bedroom suite. A wardrobe in the Grecian Plain style
with two glass-paneled doors that were originally mirror plate
(Hampton-Preston Mansion; App. 2.9) and a basin stand with
four scrolled supports, a marble top, and brass railings (PI. 58),
both also in this exotic wood, were part of the same suite,
which may have included a rosewood “swing glass™ like the
mahogany example shown in Plate 56.

Susan Manning died in 1845, at the birth of her third child,
and three years later Manning married Sally Bland Clarke.
Following the expiration of his governorship in 1854, he con-
tinued to play a role in state politics. A Unionist opposed to
secession of any kind, Manning at rst urged a moderate course,
but nding no means to preserve the state’s plantation system,
he abandoned this position and joined the radical faction.
South Carolina became the rst state to secede from the Union.
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Manning was by far the wealthiest delegate to the South
Carolina Secession Convention of 1860, with real property
appraised at $1,256,000 and personal property at $890,000.
He owned 648 slaves, all but 32 of whom worked on his
Louisiana sugar plantation.® During the Civil War, Manning

Figure 200. D. Phyfe & Son. Armchair, 1841. Mahogany, mahogany
veneer, 34% x 21%4 x 25 in. Collection of Richard Hampton Jenrette

Duncan Phyfe

Figure 199. D. Phyfe & Son.
Dining table, 1841. Mahogany,
mahogany veneer, 28% x 6578 x
65% in. closed; 187 in. extended
with ve leaves. Collection of
Richard Hampton Jenrette

served as a colonel in the Confederate Army. Millford narrowly
escaped destruction by Union troops at the end of the war, and
during the Reconstruction, in spite of the great privations suf-
fered in the South, the family managed to hold on to it. Manning
was, however, forced to sell his Louisiana holdings for lack of
funds to pay taxes or to assemble an adequate labor force. In
1902 Millford was sold to Mary Clark Thompson of New York,
who bequeathed it to her Clark nephew, who then passed it on
to his son. Ninety years later Millford was purchased by
Richard H. Jenrette, who restored the house and its outbuild-
ings, re-created formal gardens against a backdrop of longleaf
pines, magnolia, and moss-trailing live oak, and successfully
reassembled much of the original Manning furniture.** In 2008
Millford Plantation became part of the Classical American
Homes Preservation Trust, established by Jenrette in 1994,

Frances F. Bretter

1. Letter from John Wells, Boston, to Sarah Elliott Huger, New York, July 25,
1815, in South Carolina Historical and Genealogical Magazine 43, no. 1
(January 1942), pp. 52-53.

2. Letter from Sarah Elliott Huger, New York, to Harriott Pinckney Horry,
Charleston, March 5, 1816, Harriott Horry Ravenel Family Papers,
1694-1935 (1086.00), South Carolina Historical Society, Charleston.

3. For the purchase and building of 6 State Street, see “Lannuier’s Clients in
America: A Taste for French Style,” in Kenny, Bretter, and Leben 1998,
pp. 104-10.

4. Ibid., pp. 107-8.

5. Ibid., p. 108.

6. In addition to buying a pedestal-end sideboard from Jacob Brouwer and
a bed from Charles-Honoré Lannuier, between 1805 and 1812 Bayard
purchased furniture from William Palmer, William Mandeville, John Ball,
and Joseph W. Meeks Jr.
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. Hornor 1930 and Kenny, Bretter, and Leben 1998, p. 109. Hornor also

illustrated the card table shown in gure 144, which he believed was on
the 1807 Phyfe bill.

. Parke-Bernet Galleries, New York, Fine English and American Furniture

and Decorations, sale 805, November 9, 1946, lots 139-143.

. Stokes 1915-28, vol. 6, pp. 78-79, 126-28. In 1809, Thomas Cornell

Pearsall acquired the adjacent four acres to the north on the East River,
property that had formerly belonged to Stephen and Abigail Adams
Smith, although Pearsall never lived at Mount Vernon, the mansion
begun by Smith.

Pintard 1940-41, vol. 1, Nov. 7, 1820, p. 343. Two Madeira wine bottles
with “T. C. Pearsall” impressed in a circle on the body and a printed
label reading, “Madeira Wine. / Imported by T. C. P./ From Murdock,
Masterton & Co./ 1800 are in the Metropolitan Museum. The Museum
of the City of New York has two identically labeled Madeira bottles, but
with the date 1806.

Strong 1952, entry for April 13, 1839, p. 101.

Kenny, Bretter, and Leben 1998, p. 68, pl. 28, no. 94.

The inventory, a copy of which is in the scholarship les of the American
Wing of the Metropolitan Museum, was brought to the author’s attention
by Richard Kelly. It also records a large set of “Sheraton” dining room
furniture that was a wedding present from the bride’s parents, Thomas
and Almy Townsend Buchanan. It includes a sofa, two armchairs, and
thirteen side chairs. This set probably was in the square-back style of the
1790s and originally intended for the parlor, but later used in a dining
room setting.

For the Pearsall furniture fabric, see Little 1931, g.59a, and pp. 246-47.
McClelland 1939, pp. 290-91, pls. 277, 279.

For the high-post bed, see Caldwell 1988, pp. 106—11. The Metropolitan
chandelier is acc. no. 68.177.1-3. One girandole is illustrated in McClelland
1939, pl. 278.

Bound inventory of furniture, n.d. [1804]: “Inventory of Furniture and
of whom it was purchased . . . ,”” Charles Nicoll Bancker Papers, American
Philosophical Society, Philadelphia (copy available in the Downs Collection,
Winterthur Library, micro Im 101.3). Bancker had also purchased a
convenience ($6) from Phyfe. | am grateful to Charles F. Hummel for
this information and for making available to me the Winterthur micro Im.
Letter from Duncan Phyfe, New York, to Charles N. Bancker, Philadelphia,
September 5, 1815, Downs Collection, Winterthur Library.

Brooklyn Museum, acc. nos. 67.19.1 and 67.19.10. Unlike those of the
other eight chairs, which have legs with recessed panels at the top, the
tops of the front legs are framed with a contrasting veneer and the back
inside edges of the front legs are not chamfered.

“Rough Draft of Inventory,” by location, 1819, Charles Nicoll Bancker
Papers, American Philosophical Society, Philadelphia (copy available in
the Downs Collection, Winterthur Library, micro Im 101.18). A set of
dining tables was placed in the entryway.

W. B. Selheimmer, Philadelphia, A Collection of Rare and Valuable
Books . . . Catalogue of the Entire Private Library of C. N. Bancker . . .,
sale, December 8, 1869, and following days.

See Wall 1990, pp. 11-16. The French economist Turgot, as godfather,
chose the name of du Pont’s second son, Eleuthére Irénée, meaning
“freedom and peace.”

Pierre Samuel du Pont’s plans for a utopian colony in Virginia were a
failure, but he is credited with originating an idea that led to the
Louisiana Purchase, which offered equal shipping rights to French and
American vessels to the ports of New Orleans and the Floridas and free
navigation for American ships on the Mississippi, thus avoiding certain
confrontation with France asserting its former colonial power. Ibid.,

pp. 30, 46-49.

Letter from Anthony Girard, New York, to Victor Marie du Pont,
Wilmington, November 21, 1813, translated from the French by Joyce
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Longworth, MS W3-2790, Eleutherian Mills Historical Library,
Greenville, Delaware.

Letter from Mrs. [Josephine] du Pont, Philadelphia, December 19, 1813,
to Mrs. [Margaret] Manigault, Louviers, as quoted in Low 1976, p. 198.
Letter from Mary Telfair, Savannah, to Mary Few, New York, October 28,
[1816], Item 10, William Few Collection, Georgia Division of Archives
and History (Manuscripts Section), Atlanta.

Letter from Mary Telfair, Savannah, to Mary Few, New York, December 8,
[no year], Item 139, William Few Collection, Georgia Division of Archives
and History (Manuscripts Section), Atlanta.

Reuben Haines I, bills of sale and receipts, 1vV/146/208-218, Wyck
Association Collection, American Philosophical Society, Philadelphia, as
in Groff 2003, p. 97 n. 27.

Letter from [Sarah Minturn], New York, to Jane B. Haines, February 12,
1819. Wyck Association Collection, American Philosophical Society,
Philadelphia.

An armchair and a side chair from two sets that were, according to family
tradition, made by Phyfe are in the collection of the Museum of the City
of New York. See McClelland 1939, pp. 286-87 and pls. 271, 272.
Letter from Sarah Minturn, New York, to Jane Haines [Germantown],
4 day 4 mo 1819, 11/122/324, Wyck Association Collection, American
Philosophical Society, Philadelphia, as quoted in Groff 2003, p. 104.
The actual cost was $121, freight from New York an additional $7.60.
Reuben Haines Accounts, Germantown, May 19. Reuben also noted
Jane’s move to Germantown on May 10. IV/126/19, Wyck Association
Collection, American Philosophical Society, Philadelphia.

Letter from John Wells, Boston, to Sarah Elliott Huger, New York, July 25,
1815, in South Carolina Historical and Genealogical Magazine 43, no. 1
(January 1942), p. 53. Wells also requested that she order a dressing
table for the bedroom. See also McClelland 1939, pp. 304-7 and pl. 291.
Letter from Sarah Elliott Huger, New York, to Harriott Pinckney Horry,
Charleston, January 4, 1816, Harriott Horry Ravenel Family Papers,
1694-1935 (1086.00), South Carolina Historical Society, Charleston.
Harriott Pinckney Horry (1748-1830) was the widow of Daniel Huger
Horry. Her receipt book, which she began in 1770, was published as A
Colonial Plantation Cookbook: The Receipt Book of Harriott Pinckney
Horry, 1770, edited by Richard J. Hooker (Columbia, S.C., 1984).
Other Wells furniture described in McClelland 1939—a dressing table,
card tables, and a set of twelve chairs that McClelland believed were by
Phyfe—has not been located.

Letter from Sarah Elliott Huger, New York, to Harriott Pinckney Horry,
Charleston, March 17, 1812, Harriott Horry Ravenel Family Papers,
1694-1935 (1086.00), South Carolina Historical Society, Charleston, as
quoted in Mclnnis and Leath 1996, p. 146.

Ibid., pp. 146-47.

Letter from Sarah Elliott Huger, New York, to Harriott Pinckney Horry,
Charleston, October 15, 1812, 11/332/2a, Harriott Horry Ravenel
Family Papers, 1694-1935 (1086.00), South Carolina Historical Society,
Charleston.

Letter from Harriott Pinckney Rutledge, Charleston, to Harriott Pinckney
Horry, Charleston, September 20, 1815, Harriott Horry Ravenel Family
Papers, 1694-1935 (1086.00), South Carolina Historical Society,
Charleston. Mary I’'on Lowndes (1800-1865), the daughter of Sarah
I’on Lowndes (1778-1840), married Frederick Kinloch (ca. 1791-1856)
in 1816.

Letter from Sarah Elliott Huger, New York, to Harriott Pinckney Horry,
Charleston, March 5, 1816, Harriott Horry Ravenel Family Papers,
1694-1935 (1086.00), South Carolina Historical Society, Charleston.
Ibid.

Ibid., January 4, 1816.

Ibid., March 5, 1816.

“A Tour of Recreation: Journal of Robert Donaldson, 1818,” an edited

Patrons of the Cabinet Warehouse

153



154

44,

45,

46.

47.

48.

49.

50.

51.
52.

53.

54.

55.

56.

57.

58.

59.

60.

61.

transcript by John L. Sanders, the owner of the manuscript. See also
Anderson 1996, p. 54.

Letter from Rachael Lazarus to Ellen Mordecai, September 29, 1822,
Mordecai Family Papers, University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill, as
quoted in Anderson 1996, p. 75 n. 24.

All the earlier furnishings from the Union Street residence were sold
following the death of the Donaldson children’s mother in 1808. See
Anderson 1996, p. 36.

Isabel Bronson, “Reminiscences,” August 1928, Donaldson Family
Papers, collection of Richard H. Jenrette.

When the house was for sale or let in 1823, it was described in the New-
York Evening Post, April 25, 1823. Isabel Bronson af rmed that her father
acquired more furniture from Phyfe in 1828 (no bill survives), a tall desk
writing table, a maple chair, and a “‘whole set of mahogany [furniture] and
brass trimmings in N.W. Bedroom upstairs,” although she believed the
gilded furniture to date to 1822. Isabel Bronson, “Reminiscences,” August
1928, Donaldson Family Papers, collection of Richard H. Jenrette.
Daybook, vol. 1, p. 113, Alexander Jackson Davis Papers, New York
Public Library. See also Anderson 1996, p. 296 n. 17.

The sofa was acquired at Sotheby Parke Bernet Inc., New York, sale 4338,
February 2, 1980, lot 1644. Isabel Bronson in her “Reminiscences” notes
that circumstances forced her to sell a sofa and two card tables.

The window seats are recorded in a bedroom in an 1872 inventory of
Donaldson’s estate. See Parke-Bernet Galleries, The Collection of Mrs. J.
Amory Haskell, sale, December 9, 1944, lot 837. See also McClelland
1939, p. 175 and pl. 168.

For a description of Edgewater, see Jenrette 2000, pp. 78-105.

See Anderson 1996, p. 169. A year earlier, Davis had executed a plan for
a Gotbhic villa in the English Collegiate style for Donaldson at Fishkill
Landing that was never built. The villa is illustrated in Alexander
Jackson Davis, Rural Residences, etc. . . . (1837). See also Peck 1992,
colorpl. 43.

See Anderson 1996, pp. 158, 169, 170, and Peck 1992, pp. 16, 109,
colorpl. 46. Sketches of some of these structures are in Avery Library,
Columbia University, New York. Donaldson frequently recommended
Davis for commissions in his native state, especially at the University of
North Carolina at Chapel Hill, and was indirectly responsible for many
of Davis’ southern buildings, most of them in the Greek Revival style.
The second gatehouse is today part of Bard College, Annandale-on-
Hudson, New York.

See Anderson 1996, pp. 176, 179. The author maintains that Downing
advised Donaldson, although he was not the landscape architect of
Blithewood.

Letter from Robert Donaldson to Alexander Jackson Davis, January 18,
1854, Alexander Jackson Davis Collection, Avery Library, Columbia
University, New York, as quoted in Anderson 1996, p. 239.

Letter from Mary Roe Zeigler, Newburgh, New York, to Nancy
McClelland, March 17, 1940, Nancy McClelland Archive, Cooper-
Hewitt, National Design Museum, Smithsonian Institution, New York.
The center table is in the possession of a Fox family descendant. The
worktable is privately owned in Maryland. The dining table is also
privately owned. | am grateful to architect and furniture historian Thomas
Gordon Smith for the comparison of the center table and worktable in
George Smith’s pattern book.

Letter from Mrs. Lee Woodward [Mary Roe] Zeigler to Edward
Robinson, received September 29, 1922, Archives, The Metropolitan
Museum of Art.

Letter from Meyric R. Rogers, Art Institute of Chicago, to Mr. Alfred
Cowles, Chicago, February 24, 1949. A copy is in the scholarship les of
the American Wing, The Metropolitan Museum of Art.

For the building and furnishing of Wake eld and the Phyfe furniture
ordered by the Stirlings, see Haygood and Thurlow 2007.

Duncan Phyfe
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Foot 1873, vol. 1, pp. iv, v. Volume 2 contains Foot’s legal arguments
and writings.

Ibid., vol. 1, p. 109.

Ibid., p. 176.

Ibid., p. 180.

McClelland 1939, p. 272, pl. 259.

Northeast Auctions, Manchester, New Hampshire, “Important New York
Furniture and Decorative Arts: The Richard and Beverly Kelly Collection,”
sale, April 3, 2005, lot 1222. The sofa was acquired from Foot’s house in
Geneva, New York.

The bills are to Van Rensselaer Jr., or Stephen 1V, as his father Stephen I11
(1764-1839) was still living. The June 20, 1835, bill also lists a sofa
table, fourteen covers for chairs at $3 each, and a sofa cover. The July
bill includes a nightstand and packing. Van Rensselaer Family Papers,
Albany Institute of History & Art, as transcribed by Mary Alice Mackay
from a photocopy of the originals at the New York State Library, Albany.
The authors gratefully acknowledge Gilbert T. Vincent’s research on the
Van Rensselaers and Duncan Phyfe.

See Reynolds 1911, vol. 1, p. 21, and Bucher and Wheeler 1993, p. 188.
The photograph is in the collection of the Albany Institute of History & Art.
See E. Johnson 1993, pp. 43-44.

Inventory of Louisa Greenough Lane Van Rensselaer (Mrs. William
Bayard Van Rensselaer), October/November, 1937, Surrogate’s Court,
Albany, New York.

Christie’s, New York, Important American Furniture, Folk Art and Chinese
Export Porcelain, sale, October 14, 1999, lots 229, 230. The William
Bayard Van Rensselaers had no children. After Louisa’s death in 1937,
the chairs descended to the Barber line, from which they were sold by
John F. Barber, Stephen 1V’s great-great grandson.

At his death in 1835, Wade Hampton was known as the wealthiest planter
in the United States. He bequeathed his entire fortune to his son, Wade
Hampton Il, who contested the will and shared the estate equally with
his two sisters. Susan received a one-half share in Houmas Plantation,
in Ascension Parish, Louisiana, whose numerous slaves and sugarcane
production constituted a large part of her wealth.

For the design and building of Millford, see T. G. Smith 1997. The
Charleston Hotel burned down soon after it was completed in 1838.
Nathaniel Potter supervised its reconstruction, based on Reichardt’s
original design, which was completed in 1839. Reichardt, who trained in
Berlin, worked in the studio of the architect Karl Friedrich Schinkel
(1781-1841) before coming to New York.

Copy of a letter from John L. Manning describing his relationship with
Count Joseph Binda, circa 1880, which accompanies a statement from
Manning’s granddaughter Mrs. Walter A. Metts, April 1, 1963, Columbia
Museum of Art, South Carolina. | would like to thank Brian J. Lang at
the Columbia Museum for providing this information.

Inventory of art compiled by John L. Manning, circa 1885, Williams-
Chesnut-Manning Family Papers, South Caroliniana Library, University
of South Carolina, Columbia.

I am grateful to Keith Christiansen and Walter Liedtke in the Department
of European Paintings at the Metropolitan Museum for their attribution of
this painting.

The career of the peripatetic Count Giuseppe Agamemnon Binda

was a remarkable one. He rst met the Sumter family in Brazil, where
Thomas Sumter Jr. served as minister to the exiled Portuguese court
beginning in 1810. He reestablished his friendship with the family

in Paris, where Sumter’s French wife, Natalie Delage Sumter, had gone

to visit her mother and nd husbands for two daughters. Binda
married Stephanie (“Fanie”) Sumter in 1825 in Paris. Both Binda and
Sumter (land rich but cash poor) were nancially squeezed. Binda’s
situation improved when he obtained an appointment as United States
consul to Livorno, Italy, in 1840. Binda, however, chose to remain in
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81.

82.

83.

84.

New York, managing his art business until 1845, when he was ordered
by Congress to assume his duties in Italy. On Count Binda, see
Blumberg 1966.
Bill of lading, D. Phyfe & Son, New York, to James L. Manning Esq.,
care of J. Kirkpatrick, Charleston, South Carolina, June 2, 1841,
Williams-Chesnut-Manning Family Papers, micro Im, South Caroliniana
Library, University of South Carolina, Columbia.
Letter from John Kirkpatrick, Charleston, to John L. Manning, Columbia,
June 4, 1841, and letter from D. Phyfe & Son, New York, to James L.
Manning Esq., care of J. Kirkpatrick, Charleston, September 11, 1841,
Williams-Chesnut-Manning Family Papers, micro Im, South Caroliniana
Library, University of South Carolina, Columbia.
Invoice and letter from Phyfe & Brother, New York, to John L. Manning
Esq., Fulton, South Carolina, January 5, 1842; letter from Phyfe & Brother,
New York, to John L. Manning Esq., Fulton, South Carolina, January 7,
1842. The rm urged Manning to insure the shipment, which it valued at
between $6,300 and $6,500, more than three times the amount rendered
on their bill. Although the bill did not include the cost of curtain fabrics,
such a large difference cannot be accounted for. Williams-Chesnut-
Manning Family Papers, micro Im, South Caroliniana Library, University
of South Carolina, Columbia.
Letter from Sally Bland Clarke Manning, Millford, South Carolina,
to Mary Goode Lyle Clarke, Warner Hall, Gloucester Co., Virginia,
May 11, 1848, Williams-Chesnut-Manning Papers, South Caroliniana
Library, University of South Carolina, Columbia.
Letter of John Struthers & Son, Philadelphia, to John L. Manning Esq.,
Charleston, March 19, 1840, Williams-Chesnut-Manning Family Papers,
South Caroliniana Library, University of South Carolina, Columbia. The
rm also provided four mantels for the bed chambers, two in black and
gold marble and two in veined and white Italian marble.

85.

86.

87.

88.

89.

90.

91.

See “A Selection of Nineteenth Century Drawings of Room Settings by
Gillow & Co. of Oxford Street, London, 1813-1830,” in S. Stuart 2008,
vol. 2, pp. 347-58.

See invoice from Hayden Gregg & Co. (Nathaniel and Sidney Hayden
and William Gregg), Charleston, to Col. J. L. Manning, March 11, 1840-
December 9, 1841, Williams-Chesnut-Manning Family Papers, South
Caroliniana Library, University of South Carolina, Columbia. The four
candelabra cost $1,020 and the pair of lanterns $500. Included on the
invoice was a silver atware service for thirty-six in the King pattern,
specialized atware pieces, and several sets of mantel and astral lamps.
Invoice from Phyfe & Brother, January 5, 1842, Williams-Chesnut-
Manning Family Papers, micro Im, South Caroliniana Library, University
of South Carolina, Columbia.

One dinner wagon is with a family descendant but was not seen by the
authors.

McClelland notes that the border trim on the Millford curtains, which
she saw at the home of a Manning granddaughter, was exactly like the
mohair borders on the front seat rail of the Foot couches (see McClelland
1939, p. 282, and g. 177 in this volume). The Foot suite was then owned
by Olive Whittredge, a Foot granddaughter, who had moved the furni-
ture to Camden, South Carolina, where she was then living. The Manning
heir gave a roll of the Millford curtain border to Miss Whittredge, who
was replacing some of the worn original upholstery on the Foot pieces.
The mohair trim would have been on the wool dining room curtains at
Millford, not the satin parlor curtains.

Ralph Wooster, “Membership of the South Carolina Secession
Convention,” South Carolina Historical Magazine 55, no. 4

(October 1954), pp. 185-97.

For a loving description of Millford, which he calls “My Taj Mahal,”
see Jenrette 2000, pp. 176—209.
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