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American Antiquarian Society receives extraordinary collection of nineteenth-century menus  

Extensive gift preserves America's dining and social history from 1841 to 1900 

 

Worcester, MA (September 9, 2026)—A gift of more than 2,600 early American menus and 

related ephemera has significantly increased the American Antiquarian Society’s (AAS) menu 

collection, expanding its ability to preserve culinary and social history in the United States 

during the nineteenth century.  Spanning from 1841 to 1900, the collection includes menus, 

invitations, seating charts, and trade cards from restaurants and private dining events across 

the country and world.  Henry Voigt, a longtime collector and authority on American menus, 

donated the collection this spring.   

 

The menus represent a wide range of dining experiences. They include such examples as New 

York City’s elegant Astor House, which maintained separate dining rooms for men and women; 

the New Park Hotel in Sault Ste. Marie, Michigan, with a menu printed on birch bark, a tradition 

commonly practiced by the Indigenous peoples of that area; ‘Iolani Palace, the home of 

Hawaiian King Kalākaua, where an elaborate French-language menu trimmed in paper lace 

shows the luncheon served on December 28, 1875; and Healey’s restaurant at 8 Tremont Street 

in Boston, where working class diners could enjoy a twenty-cent boiled dinner. 

 

 “The variety of menus in this collection not only highlights culinary trends during the 

nineteenth century, but also documents class and gender distinctions, political ambitions, 



technological developments, and patterns of travel and entertainment,” said Christine Morris, 

curator of graphic arts at AAS.   

 

Menus began to come into general use in the United States during the 1840s as hotels and 

restaurants replaced inns and taverns, where travelers had only a few home-style meal options.  

As restaurants expanded their offerings, dining out became a popular form of entertainment. 

Menus appeared in all sorts of establishments, including trains, steamers, and riverboats, as 

well as for private functions. Often listing a stunning selection of dishes—including soups, fish, 

meats, poultry, game, vegetables, relishes, desserts, fruit, and confectionery──these bills of fare 

offered diners both the novelty of choice and the anticipation of enjoying the meal to come.   

 

According to Voigt, who lives in Wilmington, Delaware, menus reveal not just what people ate, 

but what else they were doing at the time, with whom they were doing it, and what they 

valued.  “Menus are minor, transient documents that were not meant to be saved. But the ones 

that have survived reveal much more than what people ate outside the home,” he said.  “They 

transport us back to the everyday life of the past—whether to a lavish banquet in the Gilded 

Age or to a women’s neighborhood luncheon.”  Since he began collecting menus in the late 

1990s, Voigt has dug deeply into this cultural history and for the past sixteen years has 

published his research on his blog, The American Menu.   

 

Voigt’s gift to AAS includes the following highlights (high resolution images are available here). 

 

• A menu from a November 1852 transatlantic crossing of the Baltic, a side-wheel packet, 

or steamboat.  The sea-faring vessels of the American-owned Collins Line were 

renowned for their luxury and speed, typically crossing the Atlantic Ocean in a little over 

ten days. The Baltic carried only sixty-eight passengers on the choppy, off-season 

crossing from Liverpool to New York when this Thanksgiving dinner was held at sea. By 

the end of the decade, the ill-fated Collins Line had lost two of its four ships at sea and 

gone bankrupt. 
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• Two menus from Taylor’s Saloon, the foremost women’s restaurant in mid-nineteenth-

century New York. Putnam’s Monthly described Taylor’s as “the largest and most elegant 

restaurant in the world.” In this lavishly decorated establishment, women were 

permitted to dine without a male escort. These fifty-six-page menus (ca. 1861/1863)—

the only extant copies—feature black gutta-percha covers, inlaid with mother-of-pearl. 

The front of each leaf displays the bill of fare, framed by a chromolithographic border. 

Printed advertisements appear on the reverse sides, including two in color for Barnum’s 

Museum, while the ads for wine and spirits incorporate actual bottle labels.   

                 

• Two menus from the Confederate South that recall everyday life in the Confederacy 

during the Civil War. An 1862 menu comes from the Lanier House in Macon, Georgia, 

which was established in 1850 by the family of poet Sidney Lanier. Confederate 

President Jefferson Davis stayed at the hotel three months after the fall of Atlanta. A 

sparse 1864 menu from Richmond’s American Hotel includes several root vegetables, 

reflecting the widespread shortages of non-local food in the South. The American Hotel  

The American Hotel was later destroyed by fire during the fall of Richmond in April 1865.   

 

• The bill of fare at the Presidential Inauguration Ball, from March 6, 1865.  Printed in gold 

on stiff board, the menus for President Lincoln’s second inaugural ball were seemingly 

designed to stand upright on the buffet table. Before the dining room opened for the  

midnight supper for 4,000 guests, the presidential party dined privately at the end of the 

250-foot-long table, where they may have received these display menus to guide their 

choices. Lincoln reportedly saved one of the three known copies. The bill of fare 

includes stew made with diamondback terrapins from the nearby brackish waters of 

the Chesapeake Bay, as well as a wide selection of meat and game dishes and a 

vast array of sweet desserts, including a huge cake in the shape of the US Capitol.  

 



• Six game dinners at the Grand Pacific Hotel in Chicago from 1877 to 1885.  In the late 

nineteenth century, large game dinners in November proclaimed American abundance. 

The enormous scale of the Grand Pacific’s annual event captured national attention in 

newspapers. These menus from the heyday of this yearly spectacle feature more than 

fifty species of wild game. Dishes included ham of black bear, leg of elk, loin of moose, 

and buffalo tongue. Small forest animals were transformed into entrées, such as ragout 

of squirrel à la Française, and roasted fowl ranged from blue-billed widgeons to red-

winged starlings. The Grand Pacific held its last game dinner in 1893. 

 

• An extensive series of menus from President Benjamin Harrison’s journey to the Pacific 

Coast in 1891. Thirty-one railroad menus, bearing an early version of the presidential 

seal, illustrate the scope and rhythm of Harrison’s groundbreaking tour through 

numerous states. The five-car presidential train offered “the highest degree of elegance, 

good taste, and luxurious comfort,” according to Railway World magazine. Another 

menu from the political trip comes from a luncheon hosted by industrialist Adolph Sutro 

at his oceanfront estate in San Francisco.  

 

“Henry Voigt’s ability to amass such an extensive and well-preserved collection of menus, which 

were not meant to be saved and passed down, is truly extraordinary,” Morris said. “It’s a gift for 

future generations, who will be able to use these cultural artifacts to discover new stories about 

life in nineteenth-century America.”  

 

A native of Washington, D.C., Henry Voigt joined E. I. DuPont de Nemours in Wilmington, 

Delaware, in 1969. During a thirty-eight-year career with the company, he held global business 

leadership roles, including a four-year assignment in Hong Kong, before retiring in 2006 as CEO 

of DuPont Teijin Films, the world’s largest manufacturer of Mylar® polyester films. Driven by his 

lifelong interest in everyday history and culinary culture, Voigt has spent the last three decades 

building a collection of menus that documents American life and food customs. In 2023, he 

curated the exhibition A Century of Dining Out: The American Story in Menus, 1841–1941 at the 



Grolier Club in New York City, where he is an elected member. Voigt is also an elected member 

of the American Antiquarian Society (April 2023) and a recipient of the Ephemera Society of 

America’s Maurice Rickards Award. 

 

About the American Antiquarian Society 

Located in Worcester, Massachusetts, the American Antiquarian Society (AAS) is a national 

research library and community of learners dedicated to discovering and sharing a deeper  

understanding of the American past. The Society holds the world’s largest and most accessible 

collection of original printed, handwritten, and visual sources from before 1900 in what is now 

the United States. The library of over four million items includes books, pamphlets, broadsides, 

newspapers, periodicals, children's literature, music, and graphic arts material. AAS connects 

people across the globe with these collections through its digital catalog and resources, online  

exhibitions, and virtual learning experiences. In addition, it supports dozens of researchers, 

artists, and writers each year with a variety of fellowship programs.   

 

The American Antiquarian Society is located at 185 Salisbury Street in Worcester, MA.  The 

library is open Mondays, Wednesdays, Thursdays, and Fridays from 9:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m. and  

Tuesdays from 10:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m.  The library is free and open to anyone with projects or 

interests related to the collections.  All are welcome to join its free public programs held 

throughout the year. To learn more, visit americanantiquarian.org. 
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