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City of Confusion















CHAPTER 1



My God, We Are Ruined!


The Civil War started in darkness. At 4:30 a.m. on Friday, April 12, 1861, batteries of the newly formed Confederate States of America commenced shelling the federal installation of Fort Sumter in Charleston harbor.


Telegraphed news of the bombardment began reaching New York City’s newspaper offices late Friday afternoon. That night, a little before midnight, Walt Whitman strolled out of the Academy of Music on 14th Street, where he’d enjoyed a performance of Donizetti’s Linda di Chamounix. He was walking down Broadway, heading for Fulton Street where he would catch a ferry home to Brooklyn, “when I heard in the distance the loud cries of the newsboys, who came presently tearing and yelling up the street, rushing from side to side even more furiously than usual.” They were hawking late editions. “WAR BEGUN!” the New York Tribune cried. “FORT SUMTER ATTACKED!” The Sun chimed in.


Nearby, a group of prominent businessmen were meeting. No one in the country feared a war between the states more than New York’s business community. They did a tremendous amount of trade with the South. Since the previous December, when South Carolina was the first state to secede after Lincoln’s election, they’d been “studying with intense solicitude the means of preserving the peace.” They’d held numerous meetings and rallies, petitioned their politicians, pleaded with their Southern partners. War, they knew, would not only mean the end of their highly profitable trade with the Southern states. It would leave the business leaders holding more than $150 million in Southern debt. That’s the equivalent of about $4.5 billion in today’s currency.


A messenger burst into the meeting and breathlessly delivered the news from Fort Sumter. “The persons whom he thus addressed remained a while in dead silence, looking into each other’s pale faces; then one of them, with uplifted hands, cried, in a voice of anguish, ‘My God, we are ruined!’”
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That account was written by Morgan Dix, rector of the elite Trinity Church at the foot of Wall Street and son of the powerful political figure John A. Dix. He doesn’t identify his fretful gentlemen, but their names are unimportant. They were representative of a large sector of New York’s business elite at the start of the Civil War. As dismayed as they were, they could not have been startled by the Fort Sumter news. Conflicts between the North and the South had been festering for most of the century. Gloomy forecasts of ultimate disunion and civil war went back as far as the 1810s. Members of Congress had spent the entire decade of the 1850s alternately trying to bridge the widening sectional gulf and beating each other up over it. The moment the Republican Party nominated Abraham Lincoln in the spring of 1860, angry Southern “fire-eaters” (as Northerners dubbed the most radical and vocal pro-slavers) had made it unmistakably clear that they would consider his election tantamount to an act of war. In January, five more states joined South Carolina in seceding (Mississippi, Florida, Alabama, Georgia, and Louisiana); in February, the six formed their own separate nation. Five more would soon join. Overnight, federal installations like Fort Sumter had become foreign military bases. When Confederate troops surrounded and blockaded the fort, hoping to starve the garrison into a bloodless surrender, Lincoln had picked up the gauntlet and sent supply ships steaming out of New York harbor. Neither side had blinked, and now the Civil War had begun.


North and South had disagreed over many issues, but Civil War historian James McPherson argues that only one was combustible enough to ignite a war between them: slavery. In the first half of the 1800s, as Northern states were ending slavery, it expanded mightily in the South. Although only a third of white Southerners owned slaves, many were convinced that slavery was the foundation not just of their economy but of their culture, pride, and identity. And they believed that President Lincoln wanted to force them to abolish it. He had insisted many times in many ways that he had no such intention. “Wrong as we think slavery is, we can yet afford to let it alone where it is,” he said in his career-making speech to New York Republicans in 1860. Southerners did not believe him. Through the 1850s they had watched the movement to abolish slavery gain momentum in the North. The movement’s bible, Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin, published in 1852, had sold an astounding two and a half million copies around the world in a single year, convincing Southerners that they were surrounded by enemies. The abolitionist John Brown’s attempt in 1859 to incite an armed slave rebellion had deeply alarmed them. Though Lincoln and virtually all Northern political leaders had denounced Brown as a mad fool, Northern abolitionists embraced him as a sainted martyr. The more anxious Southerners saw this as a sign that an all-out Northern attack, even military invasion, was imminent.


The truth was that to the majority of Northern whites, Southern slavery was not a pressing issue. It was certainly not one over which they would fight and die. No matter how many tears they wept reading Uncle Tom’s Cabin, the majority of white Americans held some version of what we’d now call a white supremacist view, on a scale from virulent to mild. They believed that blacks were at best an intellectually inferior race, or even an entirely separate species, closer to apes than to white people. This held true in the North as well as the South, among abolitionists as well as slave-owners. Stowe, whose novel did so much to stir up sympathy for the slave, nevertheless considered blacks fit only for brute labor, and she believed that if they were freed it would be best for them to “return” to Africa. Lincoln came to emancipation in slow and halting steps. He abhorred slavery on ethical and political grounds, but also favored blacks leaving the country, and doubted that blacks and whites could live as equals even as he issued his proclamation freeing them. Only a minority of New Yorkers expressed much interest in freeing slaves hundreds of miles away, and many, from those fretful businessmen to immigrant laborers, felt they had a personal stake in preserving Southern slavery. Even Whitman, whose vision of America was as all-embracing and democratic as any white man’s of his time, considered it dangerous extremism when abolitionists pressed too hard for what he called “Settlement of the Nigger Question.”


Lincoln, the majority of Northern whites, and certainly most New Yorkers did not and would not go to war to free a single slave in the South. Except for radical abolitionists, they were, as Lincoln said on many occasions, willing to let slavery remain there. The South was not. The United States went through a phase of astonishing growth in the first half of the nineteenth century, adding new territory and making new states at a ferocious clip. Ultimately, the war was not about Southern slavery but about whether or not to let slavery spread to all that new land.


The United States had begun the century an infant among the nations of the world, not yet twenty years old, still hugging the eastern coast of North America. The far frontier was the Ohio River; the Midwest was called the Northwest. Then the Louisiana Purchase in 1803—negotiated for Thomas Jefferson in part by a New Yorker, Robert Livingston—instantly doubled the country’s territory, adding an immense swath of land from the Gulf of Mexico north to the Canadian border, and from the Mississippi west to the Rockies. It was an area that would become all or part of fifteen states. By 1850 the drive from sea to shining sea was complete and the country was four times larger than it had been in 1800.


To the South it was of vital political importance to spread slavery across that new land. From the very foundation of the republic, Southern states had been concerned with maintaining a balance of power with the richer, more populous North. To that end the South forced the three-fifths rule in Article I of the Constitution, which stated that for the apportioning of tax revenues and representation in the House each slave could be counted as three-fifths of a citizen. In 1800, there were nine slave states and eight free states. Since each state of any size was allotted two senators, the South actually dominated the Senate at this point.


After the Louisiana Purchase, Southern politicians, representing what came to be known as the Slave Power, expended a great deal of time and clout on maintaining a precise numerical balance of slave states and free. So, for example, when Indiana was admitted as a free state in 1816, Mississippi was added as a slave state the following year; when the free state Illinois was added in 1818, Alabama was added as a slave state. In 1820, Congress cobbled together the Missouri Compromise, admitting Missouri as a slave state and Maine as free, but thereafter prohibiting slavery north of a line extending from Missouri’s southern border to the Pacific. The balance was maintained through the addition of Texas as a slave state in 1845 and Wisconsin as a free state in 1848. That brought the total to fifteen of each.


Winning its war with Mexico in 1848 earned the United States another vast parcel of territory that would eventually become California, New Mexico, Arizona, and parts of other states. Californians voted to be admitted as a free state in 1850. An enormous area of western territory was still up for grabs. Through the 1850s the fighting over this territory turned ugly. The Slave Power, feeling itself increasingly hemmed in by free states and losing its hold on Washington, desperately wanted to extend slavery’s reach. That was something Northerners would not abide. Only the abolitionist minority among them opposed the extension of slavery on moral grounds. The rest resisted it not out of any sympathy for black slaves but because they believed that opening the West to slavery would ruin it for free labor. Congress passed the Compromise of 1850, a complex suite of laws meant to paste over the widening cracks by making concessions all around. It failed to please either side.


As the decade lurched on toward the precipice of war, decorum in the halls of Congress deteriorated shockingly. Fierce debate escalated into shouting matches and then physical violence. After a congressman pulled a pistol on an opponent, many came to work armed. The Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854 turned the Kansas Territory into an actual battleground between free-state and slave forces. It came to be known as Bleeding Kansas. In 1856 a South Carolina representative took his cane to the venerable Massachusetts senator Charles Sumner over the Kansas issue, beating him so severely that he was permanently impaired. In the 1857 Dred Scott decision, a reactionary Supreme Court added fuel to the fire by declaring that, according to the Constitution, blacks were “so far inferior that they had no rights.”


The following year, New York senator William Seward called the battle over slavery “an irrepressible conflict,” which meant that “the United States must and will, sooner or later, become either entirely a slaveholding nation, or entirely a free-labor nation.” When John Brown executed his raid on Harpers Ferry the year after that, hoping to inspire widespread slave insurrection in the South, it was almost the last straw. The last straw was Lincoln’s election in November 1860.


The slave states immediately began seceding that December and formed their own confederacy. Lincoln resolutely believed that a United States from which individual states could withdraw at will was not united at all. They had to be brought back into the fold, by force if necessary. To preserve the Union, he reluctantly provoked a war.
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Lincoln knew well that if he was going to win that war he needed the help of the biggest, wealthiest metropolis in the North. What he did not know was whether he could count on that help. In fact, he had good reason to doubt it.


New York City would play a huge role in the war, but it would be a hugely confused and conflicted one. No city would be more of a help to Lincoln and the Union war effort, or more of a hindrance. No city raised more men, money, and matériel for the war, and no city raised more hell against it. It would be a city of patriots, war heroes, and abolitionists, and simultaneously a city of antiwar protest, draft resistance, and sedition. As America fell into sectional conflict, New Yorkers fought their own civil war among themselves. It was even, in some ways, a localized clash between North and South.


From the South came cotton, far and away the city’s most important commodity in the decades preceding the war. Cotton threads tied New York to the South and to plantation slavery in a long, intimate, and co-dependent relationship. From New England came Yankee émigrés who brought abolitionism with them, and were among Lincoln’s most influential supporters.


The contest between these forces for the heart and soul of the city in the decades before the war helps explain why New York’s actions and attitudes during the war can appear so schizophrenic. The same New York banks that funded the spread of plantation slavery across the Cotton South would provide the start-up capital for the Union war machine that ended slavery. New York merchants outfitted both. The port of New York, which was a hub of both the international cotton trade and the transatlantic slave trade up to the start of the war, became the chief port of the Union navy. New York City gave the Union army some of its bravest and most gallant officers, including the first one killed in the conflict; it also sent some of the most corrupt and insubordinate, including one who came within an ace of single-handedly losing the Battle of Gettysburg.


Without his New York supporters, it’s highly unlikely Lincoln would have made it to the White House. Yet the majority of New Yorkers never voted for him and were openly hostile to him and his politics. Throughout the war New York City was a nest of antiwar “Copperheads” and a haven for deserters and draft dodgers. New Yorkers would react to Lincoln’s wartime policies with the deadliest rioting in American history. The city’s political leaders would create a bureaucracy solely devoted to helping New Yorkers evade service in Lincoln’s army. Rampant war profiteering would create an entirely new class of New York millionaires, the “shoddy aristocracy.” New York newspapers would be among the most vilely racist and vehemently antiwar in the country. Some editors would call on their readers to revolt and commit treason. A few New Yorkers would answer that call. They would assist Confederate terrorists in an attempt to burn their own city down, and collude with Lincoln’s assassin.















CHAPTER 2



City of Slavery




The City of New York belongs almost as much to the South as to the North.


—William Cullen Bryant




In the first half of the nineteenth century, New York City had experienced its own surging growth at the same time as the rest of the nation, astonishing everyone who witnessed it. The metropolis owed much of its growth and success to its splendid geographical situation, nestled in one of the finest deepwater harbors in the world, with the East River on one side of Manhattan and the Hudson (or North) River on the other. The East River had year-round access to the Atlantic that, unlike the port’s nearest rivals, Boston and Philadelphia, was very rarely blocked by winter ice. After the nearly disastrous War of 1812 ended, New York quickly made itself the primary American port trading with Britain and Europe, while its rivals fell far behind. The first four New York–built ships of the Black Ball Line, the first regularly scheduled “packet” ships carrying mail, news, cargo, and passengers between New York and Liverpool, started sailing in 1818. The crossing from New York, with prevailing westerly winds filling the sails, typically took three weeks; the trip back, against the winds, could take eight. Twenty years later, the first Atlantic steamships slashed the crossing to a miraculous twelve days.


Through the colonial period New England shipyards had dominated American shipbuilding. But by the 1830s shipyards on both sides of New York’s East River were turning out more wooden vessels than any other port. They ran the gamut from large, world-crossing clippers to paddlewheel steamers to coastal schooners and sloops to canal boats and tugboats. Some of the largest and fastest wooden ships that ever sailed were launched on the East River. This industry provided work for “thousands of shipwrights, sailmakers, engine and boiler makers, carpenters, joiners, blacksmiths, riggers, chain and anchor makers,” and other craftsmen. On the Brooklyn side of the river, the muddy Wallabout Bay, where hellish British prison ships had anchored during the Revolution, became the Brooklyn Navy Yard in 1806. It would play a large role in the Civil War.


By the early 1850s sixty piers ran up the east side of Manhattan, and on any given day they were crowded with upwards of nine hundred ships of all different types, their masts a forest, their bowsprits lancing over South Street, which ran along the waterfront. Local fishermen’s boats jostled to get their catch into the Fulton Market. Ferries beetled over to Brooklyn and back; there’d be no East River bridges until after the war. South Street was a daily pandemonium of heaving, shouting longshoremen and crowding carts and wagons, busily hauling crates, boxes, barrels, and bales on and off the ships. The west side of South Street was lined with merchants’ offices and warehouses, shipping company offices, sail lofts, sailors’ taverns, and, as a writer put it in 1857, “those indescribable stores, where old cables, junk, anchors, and all sorts of cast-off worldly things, that none but a seaman has a name for, find a refuge.”


On the other side of Manhattan, more than fifty piers spiked out into the Hudson as well. The wide and deep river connected the city to the state capital of Albany. Robert Fulton launched his first steamboat on the river from the Christopher Street dock in Greenwich Village in 1807. His wealthy backer was Robert Livingston, who had met Fulton in Paris while negotiating the Louisiana Purchase for Jefferson. Soon the Hudson was crowded with steamboat lines, whose owners—like Cornelius Vanderbilt, known as “the Commodore”—made and lost fortunes in their cutthroat and sometimes deadly competition to monopolize the river. The completion of the Erie Canal in 1825 linked the city by way of the Hudson to the frontier farms and forests of the Northwest. The farmers sent wheat, flour, whiskey, and lumber east to the city, which sent supplies—and more farmers—west.


In 1860 the port of New York was the nexus of a web of trade routes that stretched around the world; up to New England; down to the South and the Caribbean; and west to California. It handled a greater volume of imports and exports than all other American ports combined. That made the port of New York enormously important to Washington. The Custom House in New York was the single largest source of income for the government of the United States in the antebellum period. In the 1820s tariffs collected on imported goods in New York covered virtually all of the federal government’s expenses. Of the roughly $65 million in annual federal revenues in 1860, $56 million came from tariffs on imported goods, and more than two-thirds of those imports came through New York. Small wonder the position of collector for the port of New York was one of the most prestigious of all presidential appointments, almost as much as a cabinet spot. Hiring for a bureaucratic fiefdom of some five hundred agents and clerks also made the collector a very popular man in the city, and some collectors were not above lining their own pockets through the odd graft and bribe.


Imported cotton cloth, lace, muslin, hats and umbrellas, fancy ladies’ shoes, jewelry and jewels (brought in by Charles Tiffany from 1837 on), fine furniture, china, tea, wines and spirits, musical instruments, and an endless array of other luxury goods unloaded onto South Street went straight to New York merchants’ warehouses and showrooms, which expanded in the antebellum years to take over more and more spaces in lower Manhattan.


New York became “the great commercial emporium of America,” as its merchants bragged. Shopkeepers poured into the city from around the country to see and order their wares. Local shoppers perused the merchandise in retail stores, a new phenomenon, like the ones that lined Broadway. The fancier shops were on the west side of Broadway, the less expensive ones on the east; locals called them the “dollar side” and the “shilling side.” (The silver shilling was a relic of colonial days that remained in diminishing circulation into the 1800s. Two shillings equaled a quarter.) In the late 1840s, A. T. Stewart, a Scots-Irish immigrant and importer of Irish linens, bucked tradition when he built the city’s first department store, the magnificent “Marble Palace,” on the shilling side at Broadway and Chambers Street.


With the spread of retail, shopping became a pastime. Hordes of promenading shoppers, mostly affluent women out to see and be seen, crowded the sidewalks of lower Broadway, while the cabs and carriages that brought them choked the street. Following Stewart’s lead, stores began displaying their wares in large street-level windows for the first time, and the term “window shopping” was born.


As a natural corollary to New York’s becoming dominant in shipping and commerce, the city also developed into the banking and stock market powerhouse of the nation—the “capital of capital,” as it has been called. In 1815 there were five banks in the city, including the two rival institutions started by Alexander Hamilton and Aaron Burr. Eighteen more were founded over the next two decades. The prodigious growth of the city’s merchant class spurred them. Buyers from the rest of the country rarely paid up front; most merchants let them go home with their goods after signing promissory notes to send payment in, for instance, ninety days. The merchant could wait to be paid, or now he could take the note to a banker, who’d lend him the amount minus a commission. Early banks pooled their wealthy board members’ resources for capital.


A new type, the savings bank, appeared in the 1810s to take deposits from the average citizen. Banks’ investments in state bonds funded the completion of the Erie Canal, which flowed more commerce into the city. New York banks attracted the majority of the investment capital that came from Britain and Europe, which was crucial in financing, among other things, the westward expansion of railroads. From 1830 on, there were more banks with access to more capital in New York than in the next several largest cities combined, or in the entire Deep South. Meanwhile, Wall Street was organizing itself from loose gaggles of speculators meeting on the streets and in coffeehouses into the nation’s preeminent stock exchange. New York had become, as one journalist wrote, “the banking-house of the continent,” which “holds the lever that moves the American world.”


Pulsing with money and commerce, jobs and opportunity, New York attracted newcomers (nicknamed “greenhorns”) like iron filings to a magnet. They poured down from New England, in from the countryside, and from across the sea. In the single decade of the 1790s the city’s population doubled to about 60,000 people; by 1820 it had doubled again. Starting in the mid-1840s, huge waves of European immigrants, mostly poor Irish and Germans fleeing starvation and political turmoil, swelled the city’s ranks. In 1850 the population topped half a million, and by the 1860 census the city was bursting at the seams with 813,660 residents. Philadelphia, the next largest city in the country, had some 200,000 fewer. With another 267,000 living in Brooklyn, then still a separate city, the combined New York–Brooklyn metropolitan area dwarfed all other urban centers. (Manhattan, Brooklyn, and the other three boroughs wouldn’t consolidate into the Greater City of New York until January 1, 1898.)


At first everyone lived crammed together in the southern tip of the island. When City Hall opened in 1811 it stood on the city’s uptown frontier. Beyond that was all farm, pasture, bog, and wilderness, dotted with a few suburban hamlets like Greenwich Village. By 1830 the city had sent tendrils up as far as 14th Street, though most everyone still lived below Houston Street. Then came a thirty-year building spree that pushed development up the island a little beyond 42nd Street, though it was sporadic and patchy up that far, and three-fifths of the residents in 1860 were still crowded below 14th Street. Beyond 42nd Street, in what’s now midtown, was still mostly a wasteland of rocky promontories and forlorn gullies in 1860. Central Park was under construction, and a few pioneering finer homes were sprinkled around it, but otherwise midtown would resist development until steam shovels flattened it in the 1870s. Those New Yorkers who could afford it followed the leading edge of development up the island in their ceaseless quest to put a little distance between themselves and the poor and working-class masses, who lived densely packed into miserable tenements in areas like the infamous Five Points, considered the most dismal and deadly slum in the Western world.
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From around 1820 until the start of the Civil War, by far the most valuable product New York shipped out was Southern cotton. New York City’s central role in the huge international cotton market goes a long way to explaining many New Yorkers’ attitudes about Southern slavery. The city was more than just complicit in maintaining the institution. The plantation system and New York City spurred each other’s exponential growth in the first half of the nineteenth century.


One of the ironies of New York’s deep involvement and investment in Southern slavery was that it occurred at the same time that the city was ending slavery at home. Black slaves had come to Manhattan with the first European settlers in the 1600s. New Amsterdam actively imported slaves both for local use and for resale to other colonies. In the 1700s, although the Yankee ports of Boston and Newport, Rhode Island, carried on more of America’s transatlantic slave trade, the practice was also a cornerstone of New York’s shipping business. Some of colonial New York’s most prominent families, whose names are still seen around the city—the Livingstons, Wattses, and Schuylers, for example—made their fortunes in the slave trade.


In 1794, Congress began passing a series of laws aimed at curtailing and eventually abolishing American participation in international slave trafficking. Five years later, New York State started the gradual abolition of slavery within its borders. New York slaves were manumitted (freed) at a very leisurely pace, to ease the sting for owners and give them plenty of time to sell their human chattel to slave states if they wished. On July 5, 1827, black New Yorkers finally celebrated Manumission Day with prayers and parades, though their rights were still severely curtailed. Only one in two hundred black New York males could vote. Voting rights for all black New York males wouldn’t come until the passage of the Fifteenth Amendment after the Civil War, and New York wouldn’t approve women’s suffrage until 1917. Churches, theaters, courtrooms, public schools, ferries, and omnibuses were all segregated. Limited job opportunities were open to blacks, and they had to compete for them with hostile white labor organizations. Still, they were technically free. Of the approximately 813,000 people living in the city in 1860, about 12,500 were free blacks.


By then New York was almost as economically dependent on plantation slavery as the Southern planters were. Cotton was the key. Before the 1790s, Southern farmers planted little of it. Cloth woven from cotton was known to be cheaper, more versatile and practical than wool or linen, and cotton was almost effortless to grow in the climate of the Deep South. But there were giant problems with harvesting it. First, it had to be handpicked in the fields, requiring armies of laborers. Then the fibers had to be separated from the sticky seeds, which was maddeningly slow handwork. A slave could take almost a year and a half to make a single five-hundred-pound bale. It just wasn’t economically feasible. So cotton remained a luxury item, used in only about 4 percent of the clothing worn in Europe and America. Southern planters stuck with tobacco, their primary earner, along with rice, indigo, and other crops. But tobacco was exhausting the soil, and wetland rice presented its own difficulties. The value of these crops declined as competition from the Caribbean increased. Because of the cost of buying and maintaining slaves to work these crops of decreasing value, it was widely assumed in the later 1700s that slavery would fade away of its own inutility.


Then in 1794, Eli Whitney, a New England schoolteacher posted to the South, patented an improved version of the cotton gin, a simple hand-cranked machine for combing the seeds out. Whether he actually invented the machine, as generations of American schoolchildren have been taught, is now in question. Regardless, this new gin quickly grew in popularity as planters recognized its potential. Where a slave could previously clean a pound of cotton a day, the gin produced fifty. With improvements over the next several years, the gin was churning out a mind-boggling one thousand pounds a day.


It would be difficult to overstate the transforming impact the improved cotton gin had on the country. In 1792 the South exported half a million pounds of raw cotton. The first year the gin was widely employed, the output tripled. By 1800 it was up to 18 million; by 1820, 128 million. In 1860, America exported more than two billion pounds. That was two-thirds of the world’s cotton. The total value of American exports that year was $188 million; cotton represented $112 million of that, or roughly 60 percent. Flour and tobacco were only around $10 million each. By the end of the century nearly 75 percent of the clothes worn in Europe and America would be made of American cotton.


To Southern planters, cotton seemed a miracle plant. They came to call it King Cotton. The more they grew, the more the world wanted. All they needed was more land on which to grow it and more manpower to harvest it. Through the first half of the 1800s, despite rising land values in response to their nonstop buying spree, and falling prices per pound as they flung millions and then billions of pounds of cotton onto the market, planters kept expanding their acreage, transforming the Deep South from Florida to central Texas into one vast zone of plantations, some small, some huge. On the eve of the Civil War there were some seventy-five thousand of them.


All that cotton still needed to be handpicked in the fields—no machine for doing that effectively would appear until the 1930s. The falling price of cotton meant that the expenses of fielding armies of cotton pickers had to be kept as low as possible. Thus the improved cotton gin and the resulting spread of plantations made slavery seem not only viable again but absolutely necessary.


There were around seven hundred thousand slaves in the South in 1790. By 1860 there were more than four million, 40 percent of the total population of the South (and 95 percent of all blacks in the country). Seven of ten of them worked directly or indirectly in cotton. This explosive growth in the slave population was not fed from Africa, since Congress had banned the transatlantic trade. Rather, owners in the Upper South (states like Tennessee, Virginia, and Kentucky that were outside the cotton-growing zone) sold about a million of their slaves to planters in the cotton states. The saying “sold down the river” comes from this period. Slaves were in such demand that it was a seller’s market. The price for a healthy slave tripled by 1830 to as much as $1,000 (roughly $30,000 today).


And yet the planters kept buying more land, and more slaves to work it. Ownership of land and slaves became not only a business proposition, but a foundation of pride and status. It developed into a kind of mania—and a program for perpetual debt. Traveling around the South for the New York Times in the 1850s, Frederick Law Olmsted noted the planters’ “impulsive and unreflective” business methods and the “almost universal passion” among them “for increasing their negro-stock” no matter how much debt they incurred doing it.


That debt was one of the links binding the plantation South to New York City. To finance the continuing expansion of King Cotton’s realm, the South naturally turned to the financial powerhouse of the nation. It was largely New York banks that provided them the loans to buy more land and slaves, as well as bridge loans to get them through lean years of bad weather, fluctuations in the market, and the often long lag time between sending off their crop and its final sale. Usually planters didn’t deal directly with the New York banks, but through commissioned middlemen in Southern cotton seaports, who were called factors. Some factors were Southerners, but many were transplanted New Englanders and New Yorkers, and all had connections to New York’s banks and merchants. Adding to planters’ expenses, factors charged them a percentage to sell their cotton at the highest possible price, buy their goods and supplies for them at the lowest, and arrange their loans and lines of credit.


The South deepened its dependence on the North in other crucial ways. Instead of building their own mills, Southerners shipped the raw cotton up the coast or across the Atlantic. Spinning cotton stimulated the industrialization of New England, where nearly five hundred mills sprang up. England already had three thousand mills, which had been spinning cotton from the Mediterranean and Asia. They devoured every ounce of raw cotton the Americans could send them.


Almost all the cotton cloth spun in those mills for Americans to wear came to New York to be sold. Boston’s merchants were closer to the New England mills, but since all the country’s buyers of other merchandise were already coming to New York, the cloth was sent there as well. With all that cloth available, the city became the nation’s center of the ready-made clothing industry. The Brooks brothers and future mayor George Opdyke were among the leaders of the field.


New York City also grabbed a significant share of the shipping of cotton, in what came to be known as the Cotton Triangle. The South had its own deepwater ports, including New Orleans, Mobile, Charleston, and Savannah, that had always shipped tobacco and rice directly across the Atlantic. New York’s agents in the South made a good case that New York’s regularly scheduled packet ships gave it the most timely intelligence on fluctuations in the cotton market overseas, making it the best port to ship from. Besides, the plantation economy had become so dependent on New York in other ways that the city could demand and get a share of the shipping as well. New Orleans shipped the bulk of its cotton directly to Boston or Liverpool, but New York was still able to reroute a quarter of it. Mobile, which was particularly thick with New York factors, shipped almost all its cotton to New York first.


By the 1820s the triangle was well established. Coastal schooners and sloops brought cotton up to the East River, where the bales were offloaded and stacked on South Street wharfs. They were then loaded onto larger New York ships to make the Atlantic crossing to Liverpool or head north to the New England mills. Cotton came to represent a whopping 40 percent of all the goods shipped out of the port of New York. Of course, each step of this process added various handling charges, tariffs, and insurance fees to the planters’ costs. In Liverpool those ships were loaded with cotton cloth and other goods to carry back to New York’s merchants. Southern plantation owners, eager to live like the aristocrats they felt they were, provided a ready market for the luxury items among these imports. New York merchants also sold them more utilitarian supplies, from farm equipment to food and furniture. The merchants, who also operated through factors in the South, offered long lines of credit at standard interest rates, another debt link.


A web of other businesses in New York City thrived on the cotton trade as well. Shipbuilders and outfitters, shipping companies, captains and seamen obviously benefited. Unloading and reloading the cotton meant jobs for thousands of dockworkers. Keeping track of it all employed a small army of clerks. Buyers from the South and around the country would stay a week or two, sometimes longer, in the hotels and in the boardinghouses, dining out at the city’s restaurants, taking in its various entertainments.


Some Southerners deplored what one called the “unmanly and unnational dependence” on the North. “By mere supineness, the people of the South have permitted the Yankees to monopolize the carrying trade, with its immense profits,” one Southern newspaper editorial complained. “We have yielded to them the manufacturing business.… We have acquiesced in the claims of the North to do all the importing, and most of the exporting business, for the whole Union.… Meantime, the South remains passive—in a state of torpidity.” It was estimated that forty cents of every dollar paid for Southern cotton went to New York and the North. Yet calls for the South to diversify its crops and to start building its own cotton mills and factories mostly went unheeded. The South lacked the accumulated capital to invest in any large-scale industrialization projects, and many Southerners resisted the idea anyway. “We are an agricultural people; we are a primitive but a civilized people,” one Alabama politician said with pride. “We have no cities—we don’t want them.”


Southerners didn’t let that stop them from enjoying visits to the biggest, busiest city in the country. Especially in the hot summer months, New York filled up with Southern families wealthy enough to treat it as their summer home away from home. There were an estimated one hundred thousand Southerners in the city in the summer of 1860, when the resident population was a little more than eight hundred thousand. They filled the hotels, restaurants, theaters, music halls, and shops. They went with their well-off New York friends to the beach at Long Branch on the New Jersey shore, the yacht races at Newport in Rhode Island, and the horse races upstate at Saratoga. They joined the New York Yacht Club and other elite associations where they could hobnob with and exert influence on the city’s civic leaders. They were allowed by law to bring their slaves with them, so that enslaved blacks were common on the city’s streets long after slavery was abolished in New York State.


Taken altogether, it was estimated that on the eve of the Civil War the South was pouring at least $200 million a year into the city’s economy. Many of New York’s most prominent families made at least some of their wealth directly or indirectly from the cotton trade. Cornelius Vanderbilt shipped cotton, along with many other products, and passengers. The young J. P. Morgan studied the cotton trade in the South as part of his financial education. So did the son and grandson of Archibald Gracie, who built Gracie Mansion with cotton profits. George Opdyke, mayor for two years during the Civil War, started out selling plantation owners cheap clothing for their slaves. Lehman Brothers’ founders were cotton merchants who moved to the city from Alabama in 1852 and would help found the New York Cotton Exchange.


The fact that the money some New York businesspeople made came directly from slave labor ruffled their consciences, though they still stuffed their pockets with it. Even the city’s leading white abolitionist for a time, the dry goods merchant Arthur Tappan, did a large amount of his business with buyers from the plantation South.


Because of cotton, no city in the North was more pro-South, antiabolition, or anti-Lincoln. Many of New York’s business, civic, and religious leaders defended the institution of slavery as staunchly as their Southern business partners did. Some New York newspapers were as ferociously racist and unwaveringly pro-slavery as any published in the South. One of the most stridently white supremacist papers anywhere was the New York Day-Book. Begun in 1848 to promote the interests of Southern slavery, it billed itself as “The White Man’s Paper” and was filled with supposedly scientific and medical proofs of the inferiority of blacks and the rightness of enslaving them. It was widely read in both the North and the South.
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Cotton wasn’t the only way New York profited from slavery in distant places long after it ended at home. Right up to the start of the war, the city was a major American port for the international trafficking in African slaves.


On paper, this practice could get you killed. In 1808, Congress declared any ship found to be bringing African slaves into American ports liable to seizure and sale. In 1820, Congress made slave-running an act of piracy, a hanging offense. Banning the trade was an easy political gesture by then. America’s domestic slave population was stable and growing. There was little need to import more slaves.


Conditions were the opposite in Cuba and Brazil, however, where slaves working on the vast sugar plantations and in the gold mines perished at appalling rates. Constantly hungry for new slaves from Africa, Cuba and Brazil bought at least two million of them in the first half of the nineteenth century. Running slaves to those countries was an extremely lucrative business: A single voyage might net over $100,000, about $3 million in today’s dollars.


Americans found the lure irresistible—especially since the risks of being caught, convicted, and hanged were infinitesimal: Congress could pass its laws, but the rest of the government was extremely blasé about enforcing them. After all, the buying and selling of domestic slaves was perfectly legal in half of the country—including Washington, where a major slave market thrived within sight of Capitol Hill. No other country in the world held as many slaves. And it was very big business. The market value of the South’s four million slaves was nearly $3 billion, “more than the value of land, of cotton, or of anything else in the slave states,” James McPherson notes. Like most white Americans, the majority of government officials, from presidents (ten of the fifteen who preceded Lincoln were slaveholders) to customs officials and harbor marshals to judges and prosecutors, considered the forced removal of some black savages from the jungles of Africa to those in Brazil a trifling issue. Banning entrepreneurial Americans from making a dollar at it struck many as downright hypocritical and un-American. As Harper’s noted at the end of the slave trade in the 1860s, “the sympathy of the Government and its officials has been so often on the side of the criminal, and it seemed so absurd to hang a man for doing at sea that which, in half the Union, is done daily without censure on land, that no one has ever been punished under the [1820] Act.”


As the port of New York grew into the largest and busiest in the country, its involvement in the illegal Atlantic slave trade increased proportionally. By the 1850s it was an open secret that New York was the North’s major slaving port. New Yorkers owned and invested in slave ships and financed their voyages. New York shipyards fitted them out. New York’s corrupt and easily bribed port authorities turned a blind eye. In 1865 the Evening Post published a list of eighty-five slave ships that had sailed from New York bound for Africa in 1859 and 1860. The New York Leader claimed that two slavers a week left the harbor, and the New York World estimated that ships fitted out in New York carried up to eighty thousand slaves from Africa to Cuba each year.


At sea, slavers had little to fear from the small U.S. Navy. When England banned the slave trade in 1807, the Royal Navy became the main enforcer on the high seas, boarding slave vessels under any flag and impounding their human cargoes. It looked high-minded, but it was in fact a clever way to deny slaves to competitor nations and colonies. The Africans “freed” from other nations’ slavers weren’t sent home but taken to work in Britain’s colonies in the Caribbean or West Africa.


The United States refused to cooperate with the British navy and expressed high indignation at the very idea of Crown warships stopping and boarding any U.S. vessel, slaver or not. America put to sea its own grandly named African Squadron, originally only four ships, patrolling off the West African coast. In the 1840s, the British seized five hundred slave ships carrying thirty-eight thousand Africans. The African Squadron caught seven.


In 1858, President Buchanan authorized a significant increase to the squadron, adding four fast steamers on the African side of the Atlantic and four more in the Caribbean. Ramping up the squadron was mostly an effort to challenge British dominance on the high seas. Whatever the motive, it resulted in the squadron’s seizing twenty-eight ships from 1858 into the spring of 1861, when it had been averaging only one a year. During the Civil War, the United States finally agreed to cooperate with the Royal Navy’s antislaver efforts, so that the squadron could be recalled and put to work blockading Confederate ports.


Most American slavers who were caught in the act were hauled to New York City to stand trial. They didn’t have much to fear there either. Up to 1861, 125 slave ship captains and crewmen came to trial in New York City’s federal courtrooms, where two judges in particular, Samuel Betts and Samuel Nelson, were notoriously lenient. The prosecutors were lackadaisical, and the juries of twelve white males were extremely loath to convict. The great majority of those 125 defendants were acquitted, or jumped bail, or otherwise disappeared. Only twenty of them drew convictions, and despite their obvious acts of piracy under the law were sentenced not to hang but only to an average two years’ prison time. Of those twenty, ten received presidential pardons.


Of all the slavers tried in New York courts, only one of them would ever hang for piracy under the 1820 law, and he was as much a victim of poor timing as of judicial probity. One of the very last slavers to be arrested, he had the bad luck to be convicted after Lincoln entered the White House and the Civil War was under way.















CHAPTER 3



City of Confusion


New York City was not only the biggest, busiest city in America in the first half of the 1800s. It was also extraordinarily diverse. Drawing all those immigrants from all those places into the tiny speck of real estate that was lower Manhattan created a Babel densely crowded with languages, cultures, races, ethnicities, religions, and political opinions. Although a white Protestant elite dominated its society, and preserving pro-Southern business concerns loomed large in its politics, from the 1830s on it was a city often at war with itself, fighting in microcosm over the same issues that were driving the country at large to war.


When New York zoomed past Boston as a shipping and commercial center in the early 1800s, large numbers of New England merchants and entrepreneurs started to migrate there. They formed a noticeable Yankee subculture in the city of “Yorkers.” Coming from a milieu of Puritan piety and Calvinist self-denial, they tended to be appalled by what a cauldron of sin and vice New York was. From its very start in the 1600s, New York had always been a party town. As it grew in the 1800s it was becoming as dangerous, sinful, and lawless as any Wild West town would be, a city of brothels, gambling rooms, opium dens, and a plethora of places to get a drink, from classier taverns to lower-class porterhouses to the lowest basement dives and the back rooms of grocers. Whores, muggers, pickpockets, and roving, brawling street gangs ruled much public space. The city’s few score night watchmen and constables provided very little law enforcement. The Municipal Police wouldn’t be organized until the mid-1840s, and they’d be so ineffective and corrupt that Albany would replace them with the state-run Metropolitan Police in the late 1850s.


Where the Yankees’ ancestors may simply have condemned and avoided all that sin, this generation attacked it. They were inspired by the Second Great Awakening, the evangelical revival movement that swept through the country in the early decades of the century. In the South and West, Methodists and Baptists, with their energetic and ecstatic services, led the revivals. The Great Lakes corner of New York State saw so many revivals and new religious communities—including the Latter-day Saints, the Shakers, the Millerites, and the Oneida Society—that the evangelist Charles Finney dubbed it the “burnt region,” also known as “the burned-over district,” meaning that there were no more unconverted souls left to be fired up with the spirit. Even the staid Presbyterians and Congregationalists in New England leavened their grim Calvinism with the evangelical spirit.


Yankee evangelicals didn’t limit themselves to reforming Christianity. Their reformist spirit spread in broad ripples through American culture. Evangelicals threw themselves into the temperance movement, trying to wean Americans from their admittedly ruinous levels of alcohol consumption. They burrowed into the destitute slums of the big cities with Bible tracts and the best intentions to reform the lives of the poor. They lobbied for universal education, arguing that ignorance bred sin. They became feminists.


And they were on the leading edge of the movement to abolish slavery in America. In New York, the white abolitionist movement would largely be identified with Yankee émigrés. Two of the most celebrated and vilified white abolitionists in the city were the Yankee brothers Arthur and Lewis Tappan. Arthur was born in 1786, Lewis two years later. They grew up in an evangelical household in Northampton, Massachusetts. Arthur moved to New York in 1815, drawn by the mercantile opportunities in the bustling port. By the time Lewis joined him in 1828, Arthur was one of the country’s largest importers of silks and other dry goods—stockings, parasols, gloves, hats—that came back on the ships that had carried slave-grown Southern cotton across the Atlantic. He operated out of an imposing three-floor building of granite on Pearl Street facing the fashionable Hanover Square. Crates of goods shuttled to and from the nearby East River docks all day long. Buyers, many of them from the South, perused samples in the ground-floor shop, where Arthur allowed no haggling and, very unusual among New York’s merchants, offered no long-term credit, which to him smacked of usury. He acted as a pious and strict patriarch to his young clerks, most of them Yankees entrusted to him by their parents for business training. They had to live in properly religious boardinghouses (Lewis himself took lodgings in one when he arrived), avoid liquor and tobacco and the theater, and hand in written proofs of regular church attendance. A room on the third floor at Pearl Street was used for prayer and readings of inspirational texts. Arthur was just as strict with himself, lunching daily on a few crackers and a glass of water.


In 1827 Arthur founded a newspaper, the Journal of Commerce, which combined business and shipping news with a mission of morally uplifting the wicked metropolis. Its primary targets, he wrote, were “the theatres, and particularly the indecent dancing there; and the desecration of the Sabbath, and the use of intoxicating drinks.” The Sabbatist argument was a very tough sell in New York City, where most workers had only Sundays off and resented anyone trying to close their bars and places of entertainment. The Journal appeared every day except, of course, the Sabbath, and refused advertisements from any establishments Tappan considered bad influences. After a couple of years he would sell it to two of its editors, Gerard Hallock and David Hale.


As he prospered, Arthur became one of the city’s most generous philanthropists, backing a wide variety of reformist causes and missionary movements. He was a significant donor to seminaries that trained evangelical missionaries, including Lane Theological Seminary in Cincinnati, where his future pastor Henry Ward Beecher would be trained. He funded the American Bible Society and the American Tract Society, which distributed millions of pages of Protestant literature from the western frontier to the big eastern cities. Lewis himself regularly marched through Wall Street and the Five Points handing out this literature. He was a principal in the Magdalen Society, a home for the reform of prostitutes, which published a report on widespread vice in the metropolis that city boosters denounced as wildly exaggerated slander. In the late 1820s Arthur led the fund-raising drive for the construction of Clinton Hall at Beekman and Nassau Streets; it was a new home for the Mercantile Library, a reading room and lecture hall where Yankee clerks evaded the licentious lures of the wicked city.


Even though plantation slavery was, directly or indirectly, a foundation of his business, for a white man of his time Arthur Tappan was unusually sympathetic to and friendly with black New Yorkers. He first came to abolitionism through his associations with the city’s black church leaders. From the 1600s on, black New Yorkers had carried out a very pragmatic form of abolitionism, buying their own freedom, then working hard and saving up to buy it for family and relatives. It says much about the era that the first white abolitionist societies refused membership to blacks, even to leading black abolitionists such as the Reverend Peter Williams Jr., one of Tappan’s guides into the movement. Williams was born into slavery in the city in the 1780s. His parents bought their freedom and his father established a small tobacco factory and shop on Liberty Street in what’s now the financial district. They were also principals in founding what became the flagship Zion African Methodist Episcopal Church. Peter grew up to be a leading spokesman for abolition, and overcame resistance from white church leaders to become the rector of the Episcopalian Free African Church of St. Philip. He was also a cofounder, in 1827, of Freedom’s Journal, the first black-owned and -run newspaper in the country, published in Greenwich Village.


With Williams and other black church leaders, Tappan founded the Phoenix Society for young males and the Dorcas Society for females, basically a book and lecture club “to promote the improvement of the colored people in morals, literature, and the mechanical arts.” Tappan often collaborated with and financially backed Samuel Eli Cornish, founder of the First Colored Presbyterian Church. Tappan and Cornish once strolled together into a service at Samuel H. Cox’s all-white Presbyterian church on Laight Street. It caused a ruckus among the congregation, but helped turn Reverend Cox into an abolitionist.


For all that, Arthur was never one of abolitionism’s radicals. Sounding too strident on slavery would jeopardize his business and make him a lot of enemies, not just in the South but among his fellow New York businessmen. Early on he backed the American Colonization Society, which was founded on the conviction that blacks and whites would never learn to live freely and equitably with each other, so it was better for blacks to “return” to Africa and populate Liberia. While the ACS drew support from a variety of well-intentioned white leaders, few black leaders ever endorsed it, only small numbers of black Americans opted to go to Liberia, and many of them died as a result of the miserable conditions there.


In 1830, when he heard that a young New Englander named William Lloyd Garrison had been jailed in Baltimore for slander—he’d accused a man of owning a slave ship—Arthur bailed him out. Garrison was already becoming the nation’s most fiery white abolitionist when he came to New York for a private meeting with Tappan. Impressed by Garrison’s ardor, Arthur funded the start-up of Garrison’s Boston newspaper, The Liberator, and began a milder New York sister paper, The Emancipator. He also backed the creation of Garrison’s New England Anti-Slavery Society.


When Great Britain moved in 1833 to begin ending slavery in its colonies, Garrison felt emboldened to press more passionately for its instant eradication in America, which he called “immediatism.” Tappan followed his lead, gingerly. He announced a meeting at Clinton Hall to form a New York Anti-Slavery Society. This meeting would result in the straitlaced businessman’s first close call with an angry antiabolitionist mob.
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Early one morning in August 1831, the young Horace Greeley stepped off a Hudson River steamboat onto the dock at Whitehall in lower Manhattan. He was twenty years old, “knew no human being within two hundred miles,” had ten dollars in his pocket and all his belongings “tied up in a pocket-handkerchief.” No one who saw him could have guessed what a famous and influential man young Greeley would become, though they might have divined how eccentric and often inscrutable he’d be. Brilliant, excitable, and extremely flighty, he was going to found the most loved and hated newspaper in America. In a city where so many business, civic, and religious leaders were pro-South and pro-slavery, he would be the loudest and often shrillest voice of the opposition. In a city that would never vote for Abraham Lincoln, he’d be Lincoln’s champion, if also one of his most bedeviling gadflies.


Called “Hod” by his family, Greeley had barely survived his birth in 1811 on a New Hampshire farm where his father struggled to scratch a subsistence out of the pebbly soil. “I was for years a feeble, sickly child,” he wrote in his 1872 autobiography. He grew up pale and frail, with squinting watery blue eyes, his voice a nasal whine, his nerves so high-strung that he was “unable to watch, through a closed window, the falling rain, without incurring an instant and violent attack of illness.” He was probably bipolar, flying high through periods of superhuman workloads, then plunging into blackest depression, known in his time as “brain fever.” He was an intellectual prodigy, and became a classic example of what his hero Henry Clay called the Self-Made Man. Though wretchedly poor and haphazardly schooled, he was “an eager, omnivorous reader” who devoured new ideas, especially political and social ones, like they were food or air.


When Hod was fifteen his father apprenticed him to a Vermont newspaper, the Northern Spectator, while he hauled the rest of the family west to Erie County, Pennsylvania. Western Pennsylvania was still on the frontier in the 1820s. Mr. Greeley and other pioneers hacked small farms out of the forest one tree stump at a time, using the trees to build their log cabin homes. Horace toiled on the Spectator’s big, ancient hand-cranked printing press until 1830, then rejoined his family, traveling hundreds of miles on foot and by canal boat to reach them. A few years later he would help make the image of the humble log cabin at the edge of the primeval forest an enduring American symbol.


At the end of the summer of 1831, Hod said goodbye to his family again. Determined to make his own way in the world, he headed back across the state of New York by the new Erie Canal to Albany, then down the Hudson to New York City. The country lad with the fragile nerves was barely prepared for the brutal physical assault that was the nation’s most dense and bustling metropolis in summertime. Much of the city’s population of roughly 250,000 was still crowded into lower Manhattan below Houston Street, where they rushed around at a hectic pace remarked on by every visitor. The skyline was squat and unlovely, spiked here and there with church steeples. A five-story building was a skyscraper. This was just as well, because the hand-pumped water from the volunteer firemen’s hoses couldn’t reach any higher, and the city was a tinderbox where fires were a daily hazard.


Just the noise alone must have been agony to Hod—the clatter of iron-banded wheels and clopping of hooves on granite paving stones, the shouts of hundreds of drivers and peddlers, the fire bells and church bells, the clangor and din of workplaces and warehouses and shipyards and docks, the never-ending rumble of tens of thousands of feet. It was a filthy place as well, and in the summer it reeked. The inhabitants dumped their garbage in the streets, where roaming brown-backed pigs were the only removal service. There was no indoor plumbing; everyone used chamber pots or outdoor privies, the noxious contents of which often spilled into the streets as well, where the human waste mixed with the droppings of the thousands of horses that pulled omnibuses, cabs, carts, and carriages. Sidewalks of wooden blocks, introduced in the 1830s, scarcely helped to lift one’s heels or hem out of the muck. In heavy rains knee-deep puddles swirling with unspeakable things blocked many streets. There were no sewers; thirty years later, at the start of the Civil War, still only a third of the city would have them, and they often backed up into the streets anyway. Adding to the miasmal stench were the clouds of disgusting odors billowing out of the many slaughterhouses, rendering facilities, and tanneries packed into the lower end of the island.


The Collect Pond, once a major source of fresh water, had become so polluted that it was nicknamed the Colic Pond and was filled in shortly before young Greeley arrived. The site remained soggy and pestilential, and the infamous Five Points slum was growing on and around it. Construction of the Croton Aqueduct wouldn’t begin until 1837, so fresh water was at a premium. People drew hard, brackish well water from pumps on street corners at their peril, or bought fresher water, drawn from wells up the island, for two cents a pail from vendors who trundled wooden casks marked “Tea Water” around the town. Residents who had the space collected rainwater in cisterns; homemakers preferred this softer water for washing fine clothes. When the midtown Croton Reservoir finally opened in 1842, the whole parched city joined the celebration. But many of the poor jammed into the slums would have no access to Croton water; theirs still came from wells often fouled by their leaky outhouses. At the same time, what passed for milk was a thin, sickly liquid squeezed out of diseased cows in dank back-alley pens. Vendors stirred in chalk to whiten it. It’s no wonder New Yorkers preferred to drink distilled and fermented liquors morning, noon, and night.


Even the ferries across the rivers were deplorably unsanitary. The New York Mirror in 1836 would complain that they were usually “jammed with a heterogeneous mass of live and dead stock; hucksters and their miscellanies; milkmen with their pans; hay-carts, wagons, drays, men, women, children, pigs, sheep, ducks, pigeons, geese, eggs, hens, clean and unclean things, all promiscuously huddled together.”


Given these crowded, filthy, soggy conditions, outbreaks of cholera and yellow fever (a.k.a. yellow jack) were regular summer occurrences. The summer after Greeley arrived, a great cholera epidemic ravaged the city. The city’s wealthy elite escaped to suburban Greenwich Village and beyond, leaving the workers and poor to sicken and die on their own. All businesses except for “Doctors, Undertakers, Coffinmakers, &c” shut down, according to one newspaper, reducing the city to a grim ghost town.


Although Greeley would become one of the most recognized figures in this roiling, stinking city, he was never quite at home in it. To sharp-dressed New Yorkers he would always seem a bumpkin and an oddball. They smiled to see him shuffling around the crowded streets, tall but stooped in his rumpled clothes, his pockets stuffed with papers. His friend P. T. Barnum would describe him as a “gangling, wispy-haired, pasty-cheeked man, high-domed and myopic, with the face of somebody’s favorite grandmother.” Yet, like Lincoln, Greeley would turn his lack of physical grace into an asset, winning a huge national following by playing, as cultural historian Constance Rourke put it, “the avowed rustic, the homely sage.” He took to wearing long, loose overcoats of white Irish linen in all seasons, with a crushed white hat to match. He looked more like a coachman than a newspaperman. It became his ridiculous, disarming signature look, often remarked on, captured in photographic portraits and in Thomas Nast’s cartoons. When he could afford it in the mid-1840s, Greeley would buy a house on ten woody, gloomy acres in Turtle Bay, now the site of the United Nations complex, then still remote and rural. To get down to his office in the city he took one of the horse-drawn stages that ran on the Boston Post Road (now Third Avenue) once an hour. In the 1850s he would also buy a farm up the Hudson in Chappaqua, where he would seek retreat from the cares and stress of city life.


For his first couple of years in the city he picked up short-term typesetting and printing work at various newspapers. He eventually took a room in a respectable boardinghouse run by devotees of Sylvester Graham, a fellow New England transplant and inventor of the graham cracker. Mixing religion with the “science of health,” Graham advocated a spartan regimen—no meat, spices, alcohol, tobacco, caffeine, or sweets; no sex; no corsets; hard mattresses; lots of sunshine and fresh air and exercise. Greeley met his future wife, Mary, at the boardinghouse. Her lifelong devotion to the bland and dusty Graham diet would come to dismay him—and their dinner guests—but he did remain a fresh air and exercise fiend, as well as an antismoker and temperance man.


Greeley arrived in New York at the start of an interesting period for the city’s newspapers. They were about to renovate themselves, and he’d be one of the pioneers. The first half of the nineteenth century saw a revolution in printing technologies. At the start of the century, the hand-cranked printing press, like the one Greeley labored over in Vermont, had not changed much since Gutenberg’s time. It had an output of about five hundred pages an hour. In the 1810s the steam-powered press, pioneered in England, increased that capacity by a factor of five. It was a big leap, but an even bigger one would come in 1843, in New York City, when Richard M. Hoe added the innovation of the rotary drum. Hoe’s machine, aptly called the Lightning, boosted output to ten thousand pages an hour per cylinder. By the 1850s it would come in a variety of sizes, from the basic one-cylinder model to a ten-cylinder behemoth that stood two stories tall. Big newspapers would construct their buildings around their mammoth Hoe presses.


Steam also propelled the development of the railroads, which carried big-city newspapers out to the frontier. Weekly digest editions of New York papers would travel by train to huge and wide-flung readerships around the country, making them the first national newspapers.


By the mid-1840s telegraph lines would be linking New York to other East Coast cities from Washington to Boston; by the start of the Civil War, coverage would spread through the South and Midwest, some fifty thousand miles of lines, owned and operated by half a dozen competing companies. The telegraph speeded up the transmission of news—newsmen called it “the lightning” as well—though it was so expensive that newspapers mostly used it for short news-flash dispatches before the war.


These industrial advances incited an explosive growth in newspapers. There were two hundred in the country in 1800. By 1850 there would be twenty-five hundred. That year New York City alone would boast more than one hundred newspapers and periodicals with a combined annual circulation of nearly eighty million copies.


Greeley helped start one critical phase of this revolution in the 1830s: the rise of the populist press, the “penny daily.” When he arrived, New York had eleven daily papers—seven morning editions and four in the evening. They were all “six-cent journals,” also known as blanket sheets, both for the size of their pages and for the soporific effect of their gray, dull columns of business and political news. Sold by subscription to the city’s elite, they had a combined daily circulation of under twenty-seven thousand. The longest-lived was the august New York Evening Post, founded by Alexander Hamilton in 1801. In 1828 the New England poet William Cullen Bryant (“To a Waterfowl”) began fifty years as its editor in chief. The two big morning dailies were the Democratic Chronicle and flinty Colonel James Watson Webb’s Morning Courier and New York Enquirer. There was also Arthur Tappan’s Journal of Commerce.


The idea of a daily newspaper for a general readership, priced at an affordable penny or two or three, floated on the rising tide of populist politics that swept through America in the 1820s and 1830s. Although most Americans, like Greeley himself, got only a few years of schooling, it was enough to lift the level of basic literacy quite high. Alexis de Tocqueville, who was beginning his famous travels around the country at the same time Greeley came to New York, was surprised to find that the “motley multitude” of Americans were far more likely to know at least their ABCs than were their counterparts in Europe.


On January 1, 1833, Greeley and two young partners gave the motley multitude of New York their first daily, the Morning Post. The partners priced it at two cents, and innovated the use of newsboys to hawk it on the street. (New York gentlemen had their blanket sheets delivered.) Unfortunately, a blizzard hit the city that day, clearing the streets of pedestrians for the next several days. The partners quickly dropped the price to a penny, but it didn’t help. After less than a month they folded the paper.


So Greeley was watching with interest when Benjamin Day, another young printer recently arrived from New England, launched the first issue of his penny daily, The Sun, nine months later, on September 3, 1833. Working out of a small room on William Street, a couple of blocks east of City Hall, Day was publisher, editor, writer, typesetter, printer (on an old hand-cranked machine), and mail clerk, with one assistant. He filled much of his first four eight-by-eleven-inch pages with copy and ads clipped from the established blanket sheets. He printed a thousand copies. A typo on the masthead gave the date as September 3, 1832.


Where Greeley’s paper had failed, The Sun caught on instantly. Already by December it was up to four thousand copies a day, rivaling the biggest papers in the city. By 1835 it was at twenty-two thousand. The hollering of Day’s newsies around City Hall and Wall Street annoyed upper-crust New Yorkers, but attracted the milkmen, cartmen, barbers, and ferrymen who were The Sun’s prime audience. Day filled his columns with poetry, stories, fluff like “Wonderful Antics of Fleas,” theater and book reviews (The Sun judged Dickens’s new novel Nicholas Nickleby just as good as Oliver Twist and “not so gloomy”), and local police blotter items with added commentary. (“SUDDEN DEATH—Ann McDonough, of Washington Street, attempted to drink a pint of rum on a wager, on Wednesday afternoon last. Before it was half swallowed Ann was a corpse. Served her right.”) It was much livelier and more entertaining than the copy that filled the gray established papers, whose editors responded by slagging The Sun; Colonel Webb of the Courier and Enquirer sneered that it was “penny trash.”


Greeley meanwhile started a weekly, The New-Yorker (no direct lineage to the magazine), a mix of literary and theater reviews, poetry and stories, and his editor’s column. He was for restricting the sale of alcohol, for opening up public lands in the West to settlers rather than speculators, and against capital punishment. On slavery he wrote, “We entertain no doubt that the system of slavery is at the bottom of most of the evils which afflict the communities of the south,” yet he did not call for its immediate abolition, but rather the gradual and “ultimate extinction of the evil.” He did not believe that freed blacks and whites could ever live in harmony, and he backed the efforts of the American Colonization Society.
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Greeley also arrived in New York at the same time as waves of new Irish Catholic immigrants. The Irish had been coming to America since colonial times. But they were mostly Irish Protestants, educated professionals and skilled artisans who worked their way into and up the city’s social hierarchy. This new group was another class entirely: poor, uneducated Catholic peasants and unskilled laborers, predominantly young males. They came fleeing poverty and prejudice, and found more of the same. Taking any kind of brute labor they could find, they lived crowded into the tenements and “vile rookeries” of the Lower East Side and the Five Points. There, in a curious quirk of history, they developed an intimate love-hate relationship with poor black New Yorkers. They lived together, worked together, played together, learned each other’s music and dances, and slept together despite the authorities’ constantly passing ordinances against race-mixing, called “amalgamation” at the time. They clung together to the very lowest rung of the city’s social ladder. Racist stereotypes, bandied about with a complete lack of conscience by other New Yorkers, were startlingly similar for the Irish and the Negro: Both were lazy, drunken, sex-crazed, stupid, and apelike.


An early product of the intimacy of blacks and Irish on the Lower East Side was the rise of America’s first pop music to go international: blackface minstrelsy. For all that minstrels went on about the plantation and My Old Kentucky Home, minstrelsy was a Northern, urban phenomenon. It was launched in the variety theaters on and around the Bowery in the late 1820s. Its first superstar, Thomas Dartmouth Rice, was the son of Irish immigrants, born and bred in the Five Points. Rice was minstrelsy’s Elvis, and his hit song-and-dance routine, “Jump Jim Crow,” was its “Hound Dog,” played and sung around the world. To extend that metaphor, minstrelsy’s Beatles, Dan Emmett’s Virginia Minstrels, were also launched to stardom on the Bowery, a decade after Rice.


Early minstrelsy was far from the purely racist stereotyping that would characterize the giant minstrel shows after the Civil War. It was, like early rock and roll, much more a black-and-white mix, and expressed a confusion of imitation and insult, envy and mockery. Rice’s Jim Crow character, for example, is a lame and clownish figure, but simultaneously a hero, a two-fisted frontiersman and ladies’ man, a black Davy Crockett. Minstrelsy was the sound of young Irish men struggling to distinguish themselves from both their black neighbors and their white Protestant enemies in the big eastern cities. It would grow into the most popular music in America. Even abolitionists loved it. It was Abraham Lincoln’s favorite music. Stephen Foster deplored slavery even as he wrote a number of blackface minstrels’ greatest hits, which can be performed today only with sanitized lyrics. His contemporary Henry Clay Work was an abolitionist and son of abolitionists, yet still used many minstrel tropes in his songs, along with caricatures of Irish and German immigrants Americans would find appalling today.


As the numbers of Irish Catholics entering the city reached thirty thousand a year, the city’s Protestants feared they were being overrun. They saw Catholicism as not only heretical but fundamentally antidemocratic and un-American, since all Catholics swore allegiance to a “foreign power,” the pope in Rome. To evangelicals, the new Catholics were the Vatican’s slaves, just as truly as blacks in the South were the plantation owners’. Lewis Tappan and other evangelicals fanned out through the Lower East Side handing out the Bible tracts Arthur paid to print, trying to convert the immigrant and break his bondage to Rome. The Irish deeply resented being treated like savage heathens. By association, if the Tappans were for abolition, the Irish decided they were against it. For all their good intentions, the Tappans and other abolitionists in the city helped to drive a wedge between poor blacks and the poor Irish that would have dire consequences in the coming decades.


While the abolitionists were making enemies of the Irish workers, antiabolitionist forces in the city were wooing and exploiting them. One of their favorite tactics, which they would use right into the Civil War years, was to scare workers with terrible predictions that if the millions of enslaved blacks in the South were freed they’d flood into northern cities and take away all the work.


When Arthur Tappan announced his meeting at Clinton Hall on October 3, 1833, to form a New York Anti-Slavery Society, James Watson Webb responded in the Courier and Enquirer by denouncing the abolitionists’ “crusade against the white people of the United States” and calling for “patriots” to protest. The hall’s worried administrators asked Arthur to hold his meeting elsewhere. Lewis proposed an alternative site. A year earlier he had rented a theater near City Hall that had gone through many names and managements over the previous decade. It had started out as the respectable Chatham Gardens Theatre and deteriorated into the low-class Blanchard’s Amphitheatre, which presented equestrian and circus acts, featured a rowdy saloon, and was known for the prostitutes who trolled the all-male audience in the cheap third-tier balcony. No one missed the symbolism when Lewis “converted” this low Yorker resort into the Chatham Street Chapel and lured Charles Finney, one of the leading evangelists of the day, to serve as its first preacher.


While the abolitionists were meeting there, an angry mob of workingmen roused by Webb’s rants, many of them but not all Irishmen, marched on Clinton Hall. By the time they’d redirected themselves to the chapel, the New York Anti-Slavery Society had been formed, with Arthur Tappan as its president and Lewis and the Reverend Peter Williams on its central committee. As the mob surged in the front door, the abolitionists escaped out the back. The mob dubbed a black man who happened to be on the premises “Arthur Tappan,” demanded a speech, and then jeered and laughed him down. A couple of months later in Philadelphia, the larger American Anti-Slavery Society formed and elected Arthur as president, with Lewis and Williams on the executive committee.


The battles were just beginning.















CHAPTER 4



The Great Riot Year


Samuel F. B. Morse has come down to us as the man who won the inventors’ race to patent the electric telegraph in 1837. Before that, though, he was known as a gifted portrait painter and a cofounder of the National Academy of Design. He moved to New York City and opened his first studio there in 1825.


Morse and his brothers Richard and Sydney were more transplanted New England evangelicals, born a preacher’s sons in the Boston suburb of Charlestown. They were fiercely anti-Catholic. In 1834, Samuel wrote a series of articles for the New York Observer (no relation to today’s), a religious weekly founded by his brothers, that was published as the widely read pamphlet Foreign Conspiracy against the Liberties of the United States. It described a supposed Vatican plot to take over America. Many Protestants believed it.


That same year, a rumor spread in Boston that a young Protestant woman was being held against her will at the Ursuline convent school in the Morses’ hometown of Charlestown. Whipped into a conspiracy-theory frenzy by preachers like Lyman Beecher, father of Henry Ward Beecher and Harriet Beecher Stowe, a Protestant mob burned the convent and attacked nearby Catholics’ homes in August 1834.


It wasn’t an isolated event. There were so many instances of mob violence in 1834 that it came to be known as the Great Riot Year, and many sober city dwellers feared that full-on anarchy in the streets was imminent. Although New York outstripped all other cities, it wasn’t the only one growing larger and more diverse at breakneck speed by the 1830s. Cities from New Orleans to Boston suffered growing pains. Besides the conflicts between Protestants and Catholics, which were simultaneously conflicts between the new immigrants and the so-called Native Americans or nativists, the growing presence of the abolitionist movement brought increased racial tensions. The beginnings of industrialization came with mounting worker unrest and attempts to organize labor unions—which also led to racial tensions, as white workers froze black laborers out of job markets. Social stratification by class became more glaringly obvious. One way it expressed itself was in the escalating efforts by the upper orders to clean up the rampant drinking, whoring, gambling, and petty crime they identified as exclusively lower-class pathologies. The lower orders fiercely resented these meddling efforts. And competition between political parties, reflecting all these issues, turned more pugnacious.


New York, as usual, led the way. Of some two dozen outbreaks of urban mob violence around the country in 1834, thirteen occurred on New York streets.


The Tappans were again at the focal point of one of the more violent outbursts, which occurred in July of that year. White hooligans forced their way into the Chatham Street Chapel and started a fight with a black group meeting there. The next night a mob chanting Colonel Webb’s praises and denouncing the Tappans broke into Lewis’s home on Rose Street (now lost in a spaghetti of Brooklyn Bridge ramps, but then a quiet residential lane). Tappan had wisely moved his family up to Harlem that day, so the rioters entered an empty house. Arthur, his features disguised, watched as the mob smashed his brother’s belongings in the street and then torched the house. When a mob surrounded Arthur’s store, he armed his clerks for its defense. Rioters also caused such damage to Peter Williams’s church that the city’s Episcopal leadership demanded he renounce his association with the Tappans. The rioting continued through the week. The mayor finally called in the militia to restore order.


Arthur Tappan was shaken by the violence. He began to distance himself and his organizations from Garrison and the more radical abolitionists, but it was too late. His own brother got him into more hot water. In 1835, Lewis organized a massive publication campaign that mailed more than a million pages of antislavery literature around the country. The citizens of Charleston, South Carolina, broke into the post office, seized mailbags from New York, and made a bonfire of the contents, over which they hanged and burned effigies of Garrison, Reverend Cox, and Arthur Tappan. Southern courts indicted the Tappans for trying to incite Negro insurrection, and demanded their extradition to stand trial. A boycott against Arthur’s wares spread through the South, and there was much talk of shifting trade away from all New York businesses. Committees of alarmed New York merchants pleaded with Arthur to give up the abolitionist cause before he ruined them all. Webb railed at the brothers almost daily in his editorials, boys jeered and spat at them on the street, and they both received death threats in the mail. Someone mailed Lewis a severed Negro ear. When Arthur moved from Manhattan to Brooklyn Heights (Lewis would as well), the mayor of Brooklyn personally kept watch at night outside his house. The loss of his Southern business would force Arthur to declare bankruptcy in 1838.


Lewis soldiered on. From 1839 into 1841, he organized the defense in the Amistad trial, working indefatigably to help African slaves who had revolted and taken over the slave ship to win their freedom.
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On Lispenard Street, across town from the Chatham Street Chapel, a young associate of the Tappans named David Ruggles had an abolitionist bookshop. The 1834 rioters strangely left it unmolested. A year later, however, an unknown arsonist burned it down. Given the tenor of the times, it seems inevitable—because Ruggles’s store was not only an abolitionist bookshop, but the first black-owned bookshop in the country.


Ruggles was a remarkable young man. He was born in 1810, the son of a blacksmith and a cook who’d been set free by their owner, Grover Cleveland’s great-grandfather. David grew up in Norwich, Connecticut, a Congregationalist town with a significant free black community that during his childhood had relatively good relations with whites. That would end with the backlash against abolitionists in the 1830s. He went to sea at fifteen, shuttling up and down the coast, and settled in New York City in 1827, the year slavery officially ended in New York State. At eighteen he opened a small corner grocery shop at Broadway and Cortlandt Street and ran ads in Freedom’s Journal with lines like, “Sugars above mentioned are free sugars—they are manufactured by free people, not by slaves.” He embraced the temperance movement and stopped selling spirits, which set his store apart from many other grocery stores in the city that were actually just fronts for backroom grog shops.


After a fire ruined the grocery store, Ruggles traveled around the East as an agent for the Tappans’ Anti-Slavery Society and The Emancipator. Then, while still in his early twenties, he started his bookshop. It was on Lispenard Street near St. John’s Park, a spot he must have chosen with care. Recently carved out of the old Lispenard Meadows, it was in the 1830s a posh residential area for the city’s elite. (It’s now a cheerless roundabout jammed at rush hour with Holland Tunnel traffic.)


Among the works he displayed were his own pamphlets, arguing against the Colonization Society and calling for women’s suffrage, and one collecting a few lectures and writings by another notable figure of the time, Maria Stewart. Born in Hartford, Connecticut, around 1803, she’d been orphaned as a child and indentured to a preacher. What book learning she acquired came in Sunday school. In 1831, Garrison published her first essay on abolition as a pamphlet, Religion and the Pure Principles of Morality. At events set up by Garrison she began giving public talks in 1832. Women didn’t engage in public speaking in the 1830s. The feminist author Fanny Wright had created a huge flap by doing so in 1828. Stewart is believed to be only the second woman in America to speak publicly, made all the more controversial because she was black, speaking to mixed audiences of whites and blacks. In her second talk she exhorted black men to show more gumption in defense of their rights; they responded with angry shouts and tossed vegetables. Disheartened, she moved to New York City and apparently did no more public speaking, continuing her education and becoming a teacher instead.


After his shop was burned down, Ruggles opened a new one. He went on to help form the New York Committee of Vigilance, a group of black and white citizens who directly opposed “blackbirds”—bounty hunters who roamed the city trying to catch runaway slaves or, failing that, kidnapping free blacks and shipping them south into slavery, as happened to Solomon Northup, author of 12 Years a Slave. Ruggles risked serious reprisal by publishing the names of known blackbirds operating in the city, and of New Yorkers, black and white, who assisted them.


In 1836 he fed the Evening Post information that a Portuguese slave ship had docked in the harbor. The captain, a well-known slaver named de Sousa, had about a dozen Africans on board and was slipping them off a few at a time to slavery in the South, unmolested, as was usual, by harbor authorities. The Post article led to de Sousa’s arrest. His case went to Judge Samuel Betts, who, characteristically, set him free. Enraged, an armed black mob boarded the ship, which still held five Africans, and freed two of them at gunpoint. The specter of armed black men deeply disturbed white New Yorkers, who blamed Ruggles. One night some men tried to break into his home, claiming that they’d come to apprehend him as a fugitive slave. Constables arrived—and arrested Ruggles. He was quickly released, his already high esteem in the city’s black community greatly enhanced.


At the same time, Ruggles was a key figure in the city’s Underground Railroad. Slaves throughout the South came to know him as the man to see if they could escape to New York. He put up hundreds in his home at the corner of Lispenard and Church Streets (still standing), while arranging for them to continue north to greater safety. In 1838 a young fugitive from Maryland, Frederick Bailey, made his way by train and ferry to lower Manhattan. He’d been told to find Ruggles, but the city so frightened and confused him that he spent his first night hiding on the dock, just a few blocks from Ruggles’s home. Ruggles found him there the next morning. Anna Murray, a free black woman from Baltimore with whom Bailey had fallen in love, joined him a few days later. They were married in Ruggles’s home by the Reverend James Pennington, himself an escaped slave from Maryland. Ruggles gave the couple five dollars and sent them north to New Bedford, Massachusetts, a safe haven known as “the Fugitives’ Gibraltar.” There Bailey gave himself a new name: Frederick Douglass.


Not long after that, Ruggles’s health and eyesight began to fail. In 1842 the New England abolitionist Lydia Maria Childs arranged for him to move to a commune in Northampton, Massachusetts. He died in 1849, at the age of thirty-nine.
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The Chatham affair was not the first riot in the city in 1834. In April, New York City citizens had gotten to vote for their mayor for the first time. It was also the first time that the dominant Democratic Party, known colloquially as “the Democracy,” and the new Whig Party went head-to-head in the city. Many heads were cracked.


Traditionally, municipal politics had been something of a sideshow in New York. From its start as a tiny fur trading post in the 1620s, the city was a company town, created for business and profit. It generally had a weak and laissez-faire local government, designed to stay out of the way of the business community and the flow of revenues to distant bosses—first in Holland, then in Britain, then in the state capital in Albany and the federal government in Washington. Despite its spectacular boom, New York City in the 1830s was still politically organized, as one historian has put it, like “an overgrown town,” with a government unable to provide even minimal services. The lawless, filthy, disease-racked state of the city when the young Horace Greeley arrived was a direct result.


The more depraved and anarchic the city looked to its remote-control administrators up the Hudson, the more they tightened the reins, convinced that the locals could not be trusted to run it for themselves. The governor appointed the mayor until 1822, and the Common Council (city council) did so for the next twelve years after that. The mayor’s office was a weak ceremonial position anyway. The real power to run the city was dispersed among the state legislature, the city’s individual department heads, and the members of the Common Council, all with their own fiefdoms and agendas, and often with their eyes on as much spoils as they could grab. The mayor was most often a businessman who served at first for only one year, then for two, spending that short time leading parades and giving speeches at banquets before gracefully relinquishing the post to the next figurehead.


A giant city with a puny local government was a power vacuum waiting for a political machine to fill it. That machine was Tammany Hall. In the Revolutionary period the Sons of King Tammany, also known as the Society of St. Tammany and the Columbian Order, was little more than a patriotic wassail club, a Raccoon Lodge for artisans and small businessmen. “Tammany” came from the legendary Delaware chief Tamanend. Members were braves, and their elected chiefs formed a Committee of Sachems (chiefs), who chose from among themselves a grand sachem. The meeting place—usually a back room or upstairs of a tavern—was called a wigwam. Their main public function was to dress up as Indians for parades on July 4, Columbus Day (Tammany men were the first to celebrate it), and Tammany Day (May 12).


By the early 1800s, Tammany was fading away everywhere but in New York City, where it thrived. For a few years the New York lodge met in a hall at Martling’s Tavern, on the corner of Nassau and Spruce Streets. This long room came to be known as Tammany Hall, which became synonymous with the organization. In 1812, Tammany built its first stand-alone wigwam a short way up Nassau at Frankfort Street, a corner that disappeared when the Brooklyn Bridge was built. It was five stories tall and featured a large meeting hall that could hold two thousand. The rest of the building operated as the Tammany Hotel.


Tammany might never have developed beyond a fraternal organization were it not for two sharp-witted outsiders who pushed its development for their own ends. First, Aaron Burr began molding Tammany into a machine in 1800, using it as a base in his competition with Alexander Hamilton for political control of the city. Then Martin Van Buren came along in the 1820s to complete the process.


Van Buren and Tammany rode the wave of populism that transformed democracy in America in the 1820s. The original republic was an oligarchy of landed gentry. The founding fathers were all landowners, and in many cases slave-owners. Only landowners could vote. As the founding fathers died off, the next generation—the first generation of Americans born in the republic—demanded more participation. As universal suffrage for white males spread in the 1810s and 1820s, the expanding base of voters totally changed the nature of politics. To tap and organize the new mass of voters required new mechanisms. Professional politicians, campaigning, two-party partisanship, and urban political machines all began to fall into place.


The machines grew because what was not in place yet was anything like a civil service exam, or a merit system for political appointments, or rigorous oversight of how politicians awarded government contracts and spent government money. For much of the 1800s governments from the municipal level up to the federal operated on spoils and patronage. The party in power rewarded the machine and loyalists who put it there with jobs (judge, postmaster, sheriff, and so on) and contracts (construction, printing, street sweeping, and so on). The more crooked politicians skimmed some off the top through kickbacks and other forms of graft. It’s this era that gave us the quote “To the victors belong the spoils.”


The wily son of an upstate tavern keeper, nicknamed “the Little Magician,” Van Buren was a chief architect of the Albany Regency, a machine that manipulated power and patronage on the state level in the 1820s and 1830s. When he came to New York City, he saw that Tammany also had the makings of a powerful and profitable machine, and he began to shape it. With Tammany’s support he got the state to amend its constitution in 1821 to expand suffrage broadly among white male citizens, as well as some free black males who owned property.


Nothing signaled the dawn of this new populist era like the 1824 and 1828 presidential campaigns of General Andrew Jackson, “Old Hickory,” the roughest of rough-hewn frontiersmen, hero of the War of 1812, slaughterer of Indians and Brits and sometimes his own soldiers, duelist, slave-owner, whoremonger, gambler, drinker, and implacable foe of the eastern elite who had run the young nation until then. In 1824, Van Buren and his machines backed John Quincy Adams for president, who won. But when Jackson ran again in 1828, Van Buren put a finger to the wind and switched sides. His Albany Regency carried the state for Jackson, while Tammany delivered the city.


Tammany’s efforts on Jackson’s behalf were as rough and rude as their candidate. Tammany operatives illegally registered voters who included teens, and paid them to “vote early and often” for Old Hickory. Some “repeaters,” as they were called, hit the same polling place over and over through the day, using a new false name and address on each visit. A bearded repeater was good for at least four votes. After voting once, he’d go get shaved down to a mustache and muttonchops, and vote again under a new name. Then the mustache would go, then the muttonchops. Tammany combed the cemetery rolls for dead men to resurrect on polling day, stuffed ballot boxes with false Jackson votes, and destroyed ballots for Adams. According to Tammany’s rivals, they even got prisoners released from jail and escorted them to the polls. They also stationed goons with hickory sticks outside polling places to scare Adams voters. (Voting was not as private as we know it now. Before the late 1880s, when New York adopted the “Australian ballot” with all candidates printed on one form, each party had its own separate ballot. On entering the polling place in 1828, the voter requested either a Jackson or an Adams ballot, thus openly declaring his allegiance.) All this became election-day standard operating procedure in the decades leading up to the Civil War.


In 1832, Van Buren got his reward when the reelected Jackson made him his vice president. Tammany men planted a hickory tree outside the wigwam and watered it with beer to celebrate all the spoils they expected to come their way.


After Adams, Jackson’s main opponent was Henry Clay, who formed the National-Republican Party to go up against him. Clay was a slave-owner from the South who adopted the West and often agreed with the prevalent politics of the North. Where many politicians of his time saw themselves as representing their particular region of the country, Clay had a truly national vision of all sections cooperating and making such sacrifices and concessions as needed for the good of the whole nation. Recognizing that slavery was the issue that could blow the union apart, he spent much of his long career trying to broker peace between the extremists on the pro- and antislavery sides. They called him “the Great Compromiser.”


It’s a measure of how hard it was at the time to sell a national vision that Clay went down to humiliating defeat in 1832 (not for the last time), and the National-Republicans fell apart. From the wreckage a new anti-Jackson party formed, calling themselves Whigs in the antimonarchical tradition (because, they said, Jackson was as despotic and autocratic as any monarch). Clay was a leading spokesman, along with the great orator from New Hampshire Daniel Webster, and three New Yorkers: the politician William Seward; his chief backer Thurlow Weed, editor of the Albany Evening Journal; and James Watson Webb. A loose coalition, the Whigs were more unified in whom they were against than in what they stood for. Abolitionists gravitated to them, for instance, but by no means were all Whigs abolitionists. Webb certainly was not.


In New York City, the Whigs—and the Republicans who came after them—were largely WASP and patrician, the party of the Yankees, a minority but a well-placed opposition to the Yorkers’ Democracy and its larger base of immigrants and workers. The Whigs knew that to take the city they had to win over some of those workers, and both sides courted them with large rallies and raucous parades. Tammany had a virtual lock on the immigrants, so the Whigs wooed the nativists. That alone was enough to guarantee trouble. The balloting took place over three days, April 8–10, 1834. On April 8 in the contested Sixth Ward on the Lower East Side, Tammany toughs shoved their way into the Whigs’ neighborhood meeting room and attacked the assembled with clubs and knives, even stabbing one man to death. Those “who escaped injury reached the street hatless, and with coats half-torn from their backs,” according to J. T. Headley in his 1873 The Great Riots of New York, 1712 to 1873. Mobs of several thousand Whigs and Democrats clashed in the streets on the third day of voting, swinging fists and cudgels and hurling brickbats. When the sitting mayor arrived and pleaded for calm the crowd pelted him with stones. He declared the city in a state of insurrection and called in the militia, who appeared on foot and horseback to disperse the mob. The voting yielded more confusion. Tammany took the mayor’s office for their Democrat, but the Whigs won a dominant position on the Common Council.
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