
HAVE GERMAN WILL TRAVEL Getranke 

coffee: der Kaffee 
cup of coffee: eine Tasse Kaffee 

Of Coffee and Revolution 
"Whenever I'm assigned to a new city, 
I wander around to get Lhe feel of the 
place. Then I search out the leading 
cafe on the main "square or shopping 
street or promenade, get a table with a 
good view, and write n mood piece. 
"But I'm going mad here in Washing
ton. I can't find a cafe, and if I can't find 
a cafe, how shall I write my atmosphere 

article?" 
The frustrated fellow telling me his tale 
of woe was an Austrian journalist 
who'd been travelling the world for 
twenty-five years ,or so. For all I know, 
he may still be tramping forlornly 
around Washington, looking for a 
place to ' sit and write his story, 
because coffeehouse addi-i::ts find 
denial distressing and debilitating. 
Why the European coffeehouse never 
took root in the New World has long 
puzzled me. Perhaps the men and 
women building the nation were too 
busy to sit in cafes. Perhaps it was the 
Puritan ethic, which made public loaf
ing taboo (this may also explain why 
cocktail lounges, where we Americans 
do dawdle, are kept in semi-darkness, 
as:;uring the customers anonymity) . 
It isn' t that we Americans dislike cof
fee. On the contrary, we are, according 
lo the Guinness Book of World Rec
ords, the globe's greatest coffee drink
ers, downing an average 429 million 
cups or 3.12 cups per person per day. 
Presumably, we share th e view of the 
great Arab physician, Jim Sina, who 
t asted a brew' made of some beans that 
grew wild in the Kaffa nrea of Abys
sinia Len centuries ago, and declared ii 
to hJ.ve curative qualities. 
News of the drink spread quickly 
among the Arabs and Jl1:rsians, but i l 
was 600 years before Eu rnpeans found 
out about coffee. When I hey did, how
ever, they took to it with the same en
thusiasm with which the~, were adopt
ing tobacco. The first coffeehouse in 
Europe was opened in Venice in 1624, 
and it was another twP11ty-five years 
before an Armenian 11umed Pascal 
established the first cafc in Paris. But 
by the time the French revolution ex-

ploded in 1789, nine hundrr:d calr•s 
were operating in Paris alone. 
Some historians may see a connection 
between the coffeehouse boom and the 
revolution-and, in fact, probably as 
manv nefarious schemes have been 
hatched in cafes ~s in beer cellars or 

wine houses. 
"Shall we sit over there and br. bored 
by that refugee Lenin?'' asked one of n 
group of students walking into thP 
Cafe Landolt in Geneva in th e ea rly 
1900's. "Or shall we go to that other 
table and be bored by that Chaim Weiz
mann?" Lenin was plotting the Uolshe
vik Revolution in Russia, while Weiz
mann was working out his plan lo re
create Israel in Palestine. (The name of 
the phrase-making student has been 

forgotten.) 
A century before Lenin and Weizmann 
were born, Friedrich the Great had al
ready decided that coffeehouses were 
seditious, and had made a vain attempt 

to close them. 
The German-speaking tribes of Europe 
had come to coffee late, with the Vien
nese taking up the habit only after the 
Turkish siege of 1683, and Berlin's firs t 
coffeehouse opening as late as 1721. 
But once they'd discovered coffee, the 
Austrians and Germans more than 
made up for their ]ale start. 
After the siege was broken, Greeks and 
Armenians who had carried military 
dispatches through the Turkish lin es to 
the approaching liberation fo rces were 
rewarded with licenses to operate 
coffeehouses i,n Vienna. App;irently 
their first inventories were coffee beans 
left behind when the fl eeing Turks 
abandoned their baggage trains. 
A t first, Viennese didn't care for the 
harsh Turkish coffee, thick with 
grounds. But someone whose name is 
forever lost to history strained the 
coffee, sweetened it with a dollop of 
honey, slid in a couple of spoonfuls of 
thick cream to temper the bitterness, 
and the Wiener Melange was cre
ated. Since then, the Viennese have 

been addicted. 
Im Wein Iiegt Wahrheit, irn Kaffee 

Klarheit, the Viennese soon discov
ered. The greater the truth they saw 
revealed, the moodier wine drinkers 
became, until often they dissolved in 
tears. Coffee, on the other hand, seemed 
to sharpen the intellect and to acceler
ate the reasoning process. Coffeehouses 
hence were best suited for political and 
literary discussion and creation. Wine 
drinkers were passive men, coffee 

drinkers activists. 
Coffeehouses that boasted important 
travellers among their customers were 
sure of a good business from other men 
who came in to hear the fellow's gos
sip. For the same reason, proprietors 
began subscribing to newspapers which 
they made available to customers free 
of charge. When censors cracked down 
on the newspapers, journalists pro
duced handwritten newsletters which 
circulated among the cafe habitues. In 
this way, coffeehouses became news 
exchange centers. Still today, whereas 
an American waiter greets a customer 
with a glass of water and the menu, the 
Austrian or German coffeehouse Kell
ner may bring him a pile of news
papers and magazines. 
Vienna's most famous literary coffee
house during the second half of the 
nineteenth century was the Cafe Grien
stiedl. In addition to the usual supply 
of periodicals, Grienstiedl provided a 
multi-volume encyclopedia for authors 
researching an article or settling an 

argument. 
As the game of billiards spread across 
Europe to the Danube, enterprising 
coffeehouse managers installed tables. 
Others countered by setting up boards 
for chess, tarick, w hist and - at a later 

date - for bridge. 
When smoking on the street was for
bidden, cafes set aside special "smok
ing rooms," providing pipes together 
with the coffee. A small charge was 
made for the tobacco, but use of the 

pipe was free. 
Eventually, cafes added orchestras and 
let the women in . Kaff ee-Craentzgen 
were promptly organized by middle
class women, who used the cafes to 


