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The Cornelius Vanderbilt mansion, a 130-room Renaissance-style chateau on Fifth Avenue and 57th Street, epitomized Gilded Age glamour and extravagance.
























Introduction



In 1866, New York’s population of just over 800,000 was concentrated below 23rd Street. Residents traversed cobblestone roads by horsecar and illuminated their homes with candles and gas lamps. The tallest structure of what could barely be called a skyline was Trinity Church’s 281-foot spire on lower Broadway. For entertainment, New Yorkers paid twenty-five cents to gaze at the oddities in Barnum’s Museum near City Hall, or they took in one of the musical comedies in the Theater District on Broadway near Union Square. To reach the new Central Park from downtown required a lengthy carriage ride up a bumpy Fifth Avenue past open fields; crossing the East River to the city of Brooklyn meant boarding a ferry.


By 1900, the Empire City had become the Imperial City. New arrivals poured in from across the world and helped push the population to 3.4 million. Wealth generated by Wall Street and industrial labor fueled a housing boom of opulent Fifth Avenue mansions, gable-roof apartment flats, and rows of shabby tenements. Electric streetlights bathed nighttime sidewalks in a brilliant glow, especially along the new uptown Theater District approaching 42nd Street. Steel-frame office towers rose twenty stories and skimmed the heavens. Threading the metropolis were elevated train tracks, asphalt avenues, and a graceful bridge webbed with steel cables. Trains and cable cars carried the growing middle class from new residential enclaves uptown, in Harlem, and in Brooklyn to their jobs downtown and on Sunday outings to Coney Island. At the cusp of the twentieth century, New York was bursting with beauty, power, and possibilities.


The most common observation about New York is that it never stops evolving. Yet it’s hard to imagine an era in Gotham’s history more transformative than the Gilded Age, roughly between the end of the Civil War and 1910. While much of the fractured nation was regrouping, New York was already on the rise, fueled by fortunes made from wartime financing and manufacturing. For the next three decades, the confident city, with its “pull-down-and-build-over-again spirit,” as Walt Whitman called it, marched northward, extended skyward, and then increased its size sixfold by annexing the cities and villages that shared its harbor. New York in this exhilarating era became a hub of invention and ingenuity, pioneering telephone service, artificial light, mass transit, ambulances, and moving pictures. Social activism found momentum here, too. Movements for labor rights, children’s welfare, private and public benevolence for the struggling, and for the suffrage and independence of women set the stage for the city of the twentieth century to be one of progressive ideals.


The Gilded Age in New York attempts to capture what it was like to live in Gotham then, to be a daily witness to the city’s rapid evolution. Newspapers, autobiographies, and personal diaries offer fascinating glimpses into daily life among the rich, the poor, and the surprisingly large middle class. The use of photography and illustrated periodicals provides astonishing images through which we can see and comprehend the era. Some document the bigness of New York: the construction of the Statue of Liberty, the opening of the Brooklyn Bridge, the mansions of Millionaire’s Row. Others reveal small, fleeting moments: Alice Vanderbilt posing proudly in her “Electric Light” ball gown at the masquerade ball that shifted the hierarchy of society; city residents enjoying carriage rides and promenades in the lungs of the city, Central Park; a line of desperate men waiting for free coffee at the Bowery Mission, one of a growing number of mission houses that catered to New York’s lost and unwanted.


Many today remain fascinated by the Gilded Age. Perhaps it’s the contradictions and extremes of the era that draw us in. White marble mansions modeled after Italian palazzos lined Fifth Avenue just a streetcar ride away from the airless flats and rookeries of the East Side slums. Upstate water piped into the receiving reservoir in Central Park offered New York households fresh running water, yet it wasn’t until 1901 that tenements were required to have bathrooms in each apartment. While children of the well-to-do danced around maypoles in Central Park, the children of the struggling classes sewed shirts and made artificial flowers in factories. Votes were purchased, prostitution was out in the open, and despite the wealth and glamour of Caroline Astor’s fabled Four Hundred, two brutal recessions made the Gilded Age one of bracing hardship for thousands, rather than a time of frivolous balls and dinners at Delmonico’s.


If there is one place in today’s city that best evokes ghosts of the Gilded Age, it would be the intersection of Broadway and Fifth Avenue at 23rd Street. Here is Madison Square, in the 1860s and 1870s the center of the most fashionable neighborhood. The Theater District was centered on 23rd Street, hotels and private clubs for the prosperous lined Fifth Avenue, and Broadway was the northern end of the Ladies’ Mile shopping district. The first row of electric streetlights in the city lit the night sky here in 1880. And on a wedge-shaped plot across Madison Square, a magnificent skyscraper rose. What became known as the Flatiron Building transfixed crowds that gathered outside the Fifth Avenue Hotel and watched as it climbed into the clouds in 1902. “[It] appeared to be moving toward me like the bow of a monster steamer—a picture of a new America still in the making,” said photographer Alfred Stieglitz, one of many artists who found wonder and enchantment in the Flatiron.


Walk along the intersection of these three streets, or in any part of the city, really, and the phantoms of the Gilded Age start to appear. The flat-roofed tenements with their rickety fire escapes; the five-cent lodging houses where homeless working kids could grab a bed and a meal; the boats that plied the East River, taking the poor, sick, and insane to public hospitals and asylums on Blackwell’s Island. The elegant mansions, the police roundsman with his nightstick, the festive German beer gardens, the women of Ladies’ Mile in their crisp shirtwaists and ostrich feather hats handing packages to their drivers before heading back uptown. Underneath the facade of the modern city, the ghosts of the Gilded Age dwell.















CHAPTER 1



The Dawning of the Gilded Age
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“Lincoln’s death—thousands of flags at half mast—& on numbers of them long black pennants—from the shipping densely crowding the docks, the same—numerous ferry boats constantly plying across the river, the same solemn signal—black—business public & private all suspended, & the shops closed—strange mixture of horror, fury, tenderness, & a stirring wonder brewing.”—Walt Whitman, 1865


 


Mourning in the Metropolis


The wood and silver casket containing the body of Abraham Lincoln arrived by ferry at the Desbrosses Street wharf on April 24, 1865. Under bright, balmy morning skies, crowds of solemn onlookers watched as soldiers carefully placed the casket onto an American flag–draped hearse.


Accompanied by a cortege of politicians, military officers, and representatives of civic groups, the hearse began wending its way east, pulled by six gray horses cloaked in black cloth. “The procession moved along Desbrosses Street to Hudson Street, along Hudson to Canal, through Canal to Broadway, and thence to City Hall Park,” wrote the New York Times on April 11, 1915. “Everywhere dense masses of people lined the way, all of whom reverently bared their heads as the procession passed.”


Inside City Hall, the open casket was set on a black platform at the top of a circular staircase over the rotunda. For the next twenty-four hours, the body of the slain president lay in state, as it had done in Philadelphia, Harrisburg, Baltimore, and Washington, D.C. At each stop made by his funeral train, throngs of mourners honored the martyred leader.


For most of his presidency, New Yorkers had been sharply divided along class and ethnic lines in their affection and loyalty toward Lincoln. Yet since April 15, when word of the president’s death reached the city, their grief had become immense, deep, and palpable. After hearing the news that morning, Walt Whitman, an admirer of the sixteenth president’s, later described walking past shuttered stores on Broadway that were covered in black. At noon, rain began. “Black clouds driving overhead. Lincoln’s death—black, black, black—as you look toward the sky—long broad black like great serpents,” he wrote.


The lawyer George Templeton Strong wrote in his diary a day later on April 16: “An Easter Sunday unlike any I have seen.… Nearly every building in Broadway and in all the side streets, as far as one could see, festooned lavishly with black and white muslin. Columns swathed in the same material. Rosettes pinned to window curtains. Flags at half-mast and tied up with crape.… Never was a public mourning more spontaneous and general…”


Eight days after Strong’s diary entry, City Hall was awash in sorrow. “Thousands passed reverently before the remains throughout the day and night, and thousands more were turned away, unable to gain admittance,” the Times stated. “‘As night came on,’” wrote one who saw the spectacle, “‘the scene grew more impressive. The heavy draping of the rotunda caused the light from the chandeliers to assume a sickly glare as it was reflected from the silver ornaments of the coffin and catafalque on the faces of the passing crowd.’”
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A silk mourning ribbon was worn by many to honor the Civil War president.
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On April 25, 1865, President Lincoln’s funeral car, pulled by sixteen horses and guided by soldiers from the city’s 7th Regiment, slowly made its way from City Hall up Broadway to Union Square. There, mourners watched from the windows of bunting-draped buildings as the procession continued north to 30th Street.


One by one, an estimated 120,000 mourners paid their respects. “So short is the landing between the stairways that eight out of ten of the visitors, in their eagerness to catch an immediate glimpse, and their anxiety to maintain the look as long as practicable, forgot the step at the head of the downward flight and stumbled into the arms of the hard-worked policemen,” wrote the Times on April 25.


By one o’clock the next day, the president’s coffin was taken from City Hall and moved to a canopied funeral car. A second procession of approximately seventy-five thousand citizens passed key locations that connected Lincoln to the city. Just above City Hall, it approached the rough edges of the notorious Five Points slum, which Lincoln had visited as a presidential candidate and where he had become visibly distraught by the destitute children he encountered. At Bleecker Street, it passed Mathew Brady’s former portrait studio, where Lincoln had sat for the photo that introduced him to the nation. As the procession reached Waverly Place, it came within blocks of Cooper Union, where Lincoln had spoken in 1860 as a little-known Republican hopeful for president.


At Union Square, the northern end of New York’s commercial heart, the procession stopped. Politicians honored Lincoln with speeches; clergymen offered prayers. A front-row view could be purchased, and crowds watched and listened from roofs and windows.


Late in the afternoon, the procession resumed, moving west to Fifth Avenue and ultimately to the train depot at Tenth Avenue and 30th Street. From there, the casket would go to Albany en route to burial in Illinois. After the train departed, the city was left to deal with its sorrow and await the return to normalcy.


 




The Confederate Plot to Burn Down New York City
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The same night the three Booth brothers appeared together in a benefit performance at the Winter Garden Theatre on Broadway at West 3rd Street, a group of Confederate conspirators launched a plot to burn down New York City by setting small fires in more than a dozen Manhattan hotels. The “diabolical plot,” as the New York Times called it, was foiled before any real damage could be done.


It was supposed to happen on November 8, 1864—Election Day. A handful of Confederate conspirators meeting in Canada hatched a scheme to firebomb the city’s major hotels. Their goal: to liberate Confederate prisoners, disrupt elections, and scare the nation into believing that the North’s biggest city was still vulnerable to the South. They hoped to appeal to Copperheads and other Southern sympathizers, who might spark an uprising that could prolong the war, which was inching toward a Northern victory.


Luckily, city officials were tipped off on November 2, thanks to a telegram sent by Secretary of State William Seward. Thousands of Union soldiers were positioned around the city on the lookout for Rebel terrorism. When the conspirators arrived in New York and saw so many soldiers, they pushed the plot to later in the month.


They struck on November 25, the day after the fractured country’s first official Thanksgiving. Between 8 P.M. and midnight, the conspirators set room fires in thirteen posh Manhattan hotels. Among them were the Fifth Avenue Hotel, at Madison Square; the St. Nicholas, on Broadway at 11th Street; and the St. James, on Broadway at 25th Street. Barges along the North [Hudson] River also went up in flames. A blaze was reported at Barnum’s Museum on Lower Broadway.


John Wilkes Booth happened to be in New York City that night, too. He and his two actor brothers, Edwin and Junius, were performing together for the first time, putting on Julius Caesar at the Winter Garden Theatre, which was adjacent to the Lafarge Hotel on Broadway and West 3rd Street.


The Lafarge was a target of the conspirators, and in the middle of Act II, fire bells began clanking. The audience of two thousand grew alarmed, unaware of the mayhem unfolding outside. “When the alarm of fire was given at the Lafarge the excitement became very intense among the closely packed mass of human beings in Winter Garden Theatre adjoining the Lafarge, and but for the presence of mind of Mr. Booth, who addressed them from the stage of the theatre, telling them there was no danger, it is fearful to think what would have been the result,” wrote the New York Times on November 27.


None of the fires caused serious damage or injuries, in part because city officials had maintained vigilance in case saboteurs really did try to pull off a “diabolical plot to burn the City of New York,” as the New York Times called it on November 27, 1861. “Had all these hotels, hay barges, theatres, & co., been set on fire at the same moment, and each fire well kindled, the Fire Department would not have been strong enough to extinguish them all, and during the confusion the fire would probably have gained so great a headway that before assistance could have been obtained, the best portion of the city would have been laid in ashes,” wrote the Times. “But fortunately, thanks to the Police, Fire Department, and the bungling manner in which the plan was executed by the conspirators, it proved a complete and miserable failure.” The entire city, including Copperheads and others who sided with the South, reacted in horror.


Realizing their plan was a bust, the conspirators fled to Canada. All ultimately escaped, but Captain Robert C. Kennedy of the Confederate Army was later captured trying to reenter the United States. Brought back to New York, he was tried at Fort Lafayette, two hundred yards of Brooklyn in New York Harbor. Kennedy was found guilty, and he was hanged at the fort’s gallows on March 25, 1865—the last Rebel soldier of the war to be executed by Union forces.


[image: image]


The Booth Brothers in Julius Caesar (from left: John Wilkes, Edwin, and Junius). A small fire in an adjoining hotel interrupted their performance at the Winter Garden Theatre in November 1864—set by Rebel conspirators trying to spark an uprising of Southern support in the metropolis.
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The day after a group of Southern saboteurs set fire to hotels, theaters, and P. T. Barnum’s fabled museum at Broadway and Ann Streets, Barnum sent a letter to the New York Times in which he assured the public of his museum’s readiness for any fire, calling it “as safe a place of amusement as can be found in the world.” The building burned down accidentally less than a year later.
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Abraham Lincoln, taken February 27, 1860: Hours before wowing New Yorkers with his historic speech at Cooper Union in February 1860, Lincoln stopped by the portrait studio of Mathew Brady at Broadway and Bleecker Street. There, Brady took the photo that helped transform the Republican presidential hopeful from political unknown to national leader.























The Rebellion in the South


Lincoln’s funeral procession ended the Civil War in New York City the same way it started: in a rare moment of unity. As the 1860s began, New York was a tense, fractured metropolis. Economic expansion in the 1840s and 1850s, fueled by huge waves of cheap labor in the form of German and Irish immigrants, made the Empire City the nation’s capital of commerce and industry. About eight hundred thousand people called Manhattan home. Omnibuses ferried residents to and from new brick and brownstone neighborhoods past Union and Madison Squares to the commercial districts that fanned out from Lower Broadway.


 




A Young Theodore Roosevelt Watches Lincoln’s Funeral Procession


As the procession moved up Broadway and approached Union Square, it passed the mansion of Cornelius van Schaack Roosevelt, a wealthy exporter whose ancestors arrived from Holland in the seventeenth century. Roosevelt had invited his grandsons Theodore and Elliott (the father of Eleanor Roosevelt) to view the cortege. They’re believed to be the two small figures in the window.


Four-year-old Edith Carow, Theodore’s childhood playmate and future wife, was also at the mansion. “Yes, I think that is my husband, and next to him his brother,” Edith told historian Stefan Lorant. “I was a little girl then and my governess took me to Grandfather Roosevelt’s house on Broadway so I could watch the funeral procession. But as I looked down from the window and saw all the black drapings I became frightened and started to cry. Theodore and Elliott were both there. They didn’t like my crying. They took me and locked me in a back room. I never did see Lincoln’s funeral.”
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Then the Panic of 1857 ushered in the worst economic downturn in a generation. Factories and businesses closed; thousands were out of work. Recovery had arrived by 1860, yet city officials feared that Southern secession would cripple New York’s economy. Cotton was America’s leading export. Though it grew in the soil of Southern states, city insurers, brokers, and cargo companies financed and shipped millions of dollars’ worth to European textile-mill cities such as Manchester, England. Southern businessmen also regularly visited the metropolis, filling the coffers of hotels, restaurants, and fine-goods shops.


The South and New York City each made a fortune off the international cotton trade. If that collusive relationship fell apart, New Orleans publisher James Dunmore De Bow predicted, “The ships would rot at her docks; grass would grow in Wall Street and Broadway, and the glory of New York, like that of Babylon and Rome, would be numbered with the things of the past.”
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New York City in 1860 was a bustling metropolis of capital and commerce on the rise again after a recession hit in 1857. Streetcar and ferry lines fed into downtown Manhattan, the center of business and government.


On the eve of the 1860 presidential election, abolitionists and conservative Protestants supported the antislavery Republicans. The merchant class and working class, joined by poor immigrants and the city’s political establishment, sided with the proslavery Democrats. On Election Day, city residents delivered almost twice as many ballots to Lincoln’s opponents as to Lincoln. But the state gave its electoral votes to Lincoln.


As South Carolina became the first state to leave the Union in December 1860, Mayor Fernando Wood—elected on a pro-Southern platform in 1859—made a last-ditch effort to maintain trade with the South by proposing that the city secede and form its own country. “Amid the gloom which the present and prospective condition of things must cast over the country, New York, as a Free City, may shed the only light and hope of a future reconstruction of our once blessed Confederacy,” he told the Common Council (the city’s governing body) on January 7, 1861. Wood’s cronies on the council loved the idea.


Four months later, however, all sympathy for the South evaporated. On April 12, the Confederate bombing of Fort Sumter launched the Civil War. City residents united behind Lincoln’s fight to preserve the Union. “President Lincoln’s proclamation calling for seventy-five thousand men in order to suppress the Rebellion at the South, and to cause the laws to be duly executed, waked up the people to a realizing sense of their duty, as well as of the danger impending over them,” wrote the New-York Tribune on April 16, 1861. “Knots and groups of men have been seen during the day standing in front of prominent buildings on Broadway and other public thoroughfares, discussing the call for men, and among them all but one sentiment appeared to prevail, and that was to ‘fight in support of the American flag, and in defense of the American Union.’”


Thousands of New Yorkers signed up for the military, including fifty thousand Irish immigrants, who vied to be part of the famous Sixty-Ninth New York Regiment (“gentle when stroked, fierce when provoked” was their motto). Many of the Irish hoped that putting their lives on the line for their country would earn them the respect and dignity they had yet to secure in the city. Tens of thousands of German immigrants also volunteered for military duty, as did two thousand African Americans. In total, nearly 150,000 New York City residents would fight for the Union over the next four years.


Citywide support for the North hit its peak on April 20. An estimated quarter of a million residents gathered in what came to be known as the Great Sumter Rally in Union Square. “The excitement that prevailed is altogether unparalleled,” wrote the New York Herald on April 21, 1861, noting the streamers that fluttered from windows, rooftops, and steeples. A giant American flag from Fort Sumter had been draped over a statue of George Washington. “Of the five stands erected for the accommodation of the public, and more especially of the orators of the occasion, each one was filled to overflowing, and the living cordon that surrounded them was packed as closely as human beings could exist amassed together.”


George Templeton Strong observed the rally. In his diary that day, he wrote: “The Union mass-meeting was an event.… The crowd, or some of them, and the ladies and gentlemen who occupied the windows and lined the housetops all round Union Square, sang ‘The Star-Spangled Banner,’ and the people generally hurrahed a voluntary after each verse.”
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Before the bombardment of Fort Sumter launched the Civil War in April 1861, Mayor Fernando Wood, New York’s Confederacy-sympathizing mayor, proposed a fantastical idea: that New York become an independent nation so trade with the South wouldn’t be interrupted by war. The bombardment of Fort Sumter ended his plan.



A City Embraces “War Fever”


The giddy patriotism that seized the city continued through the spring and summer of 1861. The Stars and Stripes waved from tenement windows, store rooftops, men’s hats and lapels, and even wagons, stagecoaches, and ship masts. Recruitment offices popped up block by block, and broadsides tacked to poles and fence posts urged young men to enlist.


“Respond to your country’s call,” one poster, for Company I in Brooklyn, beckoned, advertising $23 pay per month. Another, for the New York State Light Artillery, lured men with a promise of easy work—echoing the prevailing wisdom at the time that it would take mere weeks for the Union to crush the South. (Even Secretary of State William Seward was predicting that victory would take sixty days.) “No musket drill! No trenches to dig!” the poster read, directing potential enlistees to a recruiting station on Hudson Street.


Men in military regalia occupied city streets, saloons, and parks, as they trained and waited for orders to head south. Tent cities and barracks to house them sprang up in City Hall Park, the Battery, even newly opened yet still unfinished Central Park. Troops on their way to war would march up Broadway, to the cheers of thousands. “The aspect of Broadway was very gay indeed,” reported the New York Times on April 20. “Minus the firing of pistols and the explosion of Chinese crackers, it was many Fourth-of-Julys rolled into one.… Evidently, all political partisanship was [cast] aside.” New Yorkers heeded the call to war so enthusiastically that almost half of the sixteen thousand troops sent to protect Washington, D.C., in those early weeks came from Manhattan and Brooklyn.
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Recruitment station posters advertising hefty cash bonuses helped convince thousands of men to enlist in the military, but more were needed—and in 1863, the nation instituted its first wartime draft.


 




“Remember Ellsworth!”


The bombardment at Fort Sumter in April 1861 enraged Northerners and inspired thousands of city men to enlist in the military. But it wasn’t until soldier Elmer Ellsworth was shot and killed by a Virginia innkeeper the following month that the city really threw its weight behind the Union.


Born in upstate New York, Ellsworth attended law school in Chicago and then clerked for a Springfield, Illinois, attorney named Abraham Lincoln. Lincoln took a shine to his bright clerk, and brought Ellsworth to Washington with him to assist in his candidacy for president. After Fort Sumter launched the Civil War and Lincoln called for 75,000 enlistees, Ellsworth went to New York to organize the 11th New York voluntary infantry regiment.


The company, made up of recruits from the city’s volunteer fire departments, was a Zouave regiment. Dressed in exotic uniforms reminiscent of their namesakes, the Zouaves of the French army, they attracted attention with their signature drill formations and vivid colors.


Though he prepared for combat, Ellsworth didn’t get his chance to defend the Union. After arriving in Washington, D.C., with his and other regiments on May 25, 1861, he saw a Confederate flag on top of an inn across the Potomac in Alexandria, Virginia. He went to remove it—but the innkeeper shot Ellsworth at point-blank range, killing him instantly.


His death was front-page news in New York, and it left President Lincoln grief-stricken. “So much of promised usefulness to one’s country, and of bright hopes for one’s self and friends, have rarely been so suddenly darkened as in his fall,” the president wrote in a letter to Ellsworth’s parents.


Lincoln ordered Ellsworth’s casket to lie in state in the White House. From there, it went to New York, where it lay in City Hall. Nearly ten thousand city residents paid their respects to Ellsworth, the first soldier to die for the Union, and ironically, a confidant of one of the last men to lose his life to the Civil War, the martyred president.


“The feeling throughout the city yesterday was very great,” wrote the Sun on June 1. “Men in passing the corpse in the Governor’s room, clenched their hand and muttered between set teeth ‘Revenge,’ and women shed tears. At several places downtown were exposed pictures of Zouaves with the inscriptions, ‘Revenge,’ ‘Remember Ellsworth.’”
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Colonel Elmer Ellsworth, a young associate of President Lincoln’s, was one of the first soldiers from a New York City unit killed after war broke out. The battle cry “Remember Ellsworth!” helped solidify city support for the Union.





While men rushed to battle, women in New York gathered to serve as well. Within a week of Lincoln’s call for volunteer troops, prominent women such as Mrs. William Cullen Bryant and Mrs. Peter Cooper organized the Women’s Central Relief Association during a meeting at Cooper Union. At churches and private homes, they sewed bandages and other war necessities. Elizabeth Blackwell, one of the few female doctors in New York and a committed abolitionist, set up a nursing program at Bellevue Hospital to train women to become voluntary nurses at Union hospitals.


Nursing was one of the few vocations open to middle- and upper-class women who wanted to directly contribute to the war effort. The first meeting of trainees was “crowded with ladies,” wrote Blackwell in her autobiography. At a second meeting held at Cooper Union, “the Ladies’ Sanitary Aid Association, of which we were active members, was also formed,” Blackwell wrote. “It received and forwarded contributions of comforts to soldiers, zealously sent from the country; but its special work was the forwarding of nurses to the seat of war.” Both the Ladies Sanitary Aid Association and the Women’s Central Relief Association worked with the United States Sanitary Committee, a civilian relief agency created by federal legislation in June 1861. Founding members George Templeton Strong and Frederick Law Olmsted guided the organization to help get medical and other supplies to battlefields and to aid families left behind.
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Off the battlefields, women played a key role in the Civil War: They raised money for supplies, sewed bandages, trained nurses to work in military hospitals, and visited with injured and sick soldiers who were far from their families.


 




Brooklyn’s Little Drummer Boy


The Civil War has been dubbed “the boys’ war” because so many boys enlisted in the military. It’s estimated that up to 20 percent of soldiers on both the Union and Confederate sides were under eighteen years old. With able-bodied males needed for battle, the youngest enlistees served not as fighters but as fifers, buglers, and most importantly, drummers. Drummer boys played a crucial role: On the battlefield, they had to quickly translate officers’ orders into different drum rolls, so soldiers knew what was going on amid the chaos and confusion.


One Union drummer boy was Clarence D. McKenzie. Just eleven years old when he joined Brooklyn’s 13th Regiment in July 1860, Clarence received orders to ship out to Annapolis in April 1861, not long after the attack on Fort Sumter. He left his childhood home at 23 Liberty Street and boarded a Maryland-bound steamer with his regiment. For the next two months, he sent letters to his parents back in Brooklyn, assuring them that he was doing well. “Please, dear mother, send me on another cake,” he wrote on May 26. “The boys took it all from me—that is a dear good mother. Your Clarry.”


He never made it to the battlefield. On June 11, Clarence was accidentally shot and killed by a fellow soldier who was discharging his musket. “No blame can be attached to the man who shot him individually, as he was perfectly ignorant of the piece being loaded,” the Brooklyn Daily Eagle reported on June 13.


Clarence was the first enlistee from Brooklyn to die in the Civil War. His body was brought back to the city by members of his regiment, including his older brother, also a drummer boy. A funeral service held days later was packed with school friends and family members. “The funeral cortege set out from the residence of the deceased’s parents, in Liberty Street, between three and four o’clock, and proceeded down Concord Street to St John’s Church, where the coffin was removed from the hearse and reverentially laid down in front of the pulpit,” reported the Eagle two days later, on June 15.


Thousands of mourners, who had read the story in New York papers, lined the streets in tribute. Clarence was buried in Green-Wood cemetery, the final resting place of more than five thousand Civil War soldiers. Sometime later, his grave was relocated to the Soldier’s Lot section of the cemetery. In 1886, a monument was erected at the gravesite by survivors of his regiment. It depicts a uniformed boy with a drum strapped around his neck that reads “Our Drummer Boy.”
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Clarence McKenzie, Brooklyn’s twelve-year-old drummer boy and the first Brooklyn resident to die in the Civil War, aka the “boys’ war.”





The first war of the industrial age didn’t just unite the city in patriotic fervor, it also jolted New York’s finances. After the South severed trade, the metropolis experienced a brief economic standstill. But war quickly stoked the manufacturing sector again. The army needed food, clothing, engines, tents, warships, artillery, and other items, and city factories happily took on military contracts. With production ramped up, jobs for laborers were generally easier to find.


Of course, not all workers benefited. Many employers skimped on wages, and makers of clothes, shoes, and other gear sometimes skimped on quality as well, sending the army cheap “shoddy” items, as they were dubbed, and making off with the money. But from a financial standpoint, Civil War production rejuvenated New York, with four thousand factories employing ninety thousand workers selling millions of dollars in goods and services.


Struggles Mount, and New York Simmers


In January 1863, Walt Whitman left New York and began volunteering as a military hospital nurse in Washington, D.C. A longtime contributor and former editor to the Brooklyn Daily Eagle, he began publishing dispatches that revealed the terrible toll war had taken on the young men sent to combat.


In a piece titled “Our Brooklyn Boys in the War,” Whitman wrote: “I must devote one short paragraph to a young son of Brooklyn, Charles Parker, Co. E, shot at Fredericksburg, on the advance. (I think I heard that his father and folks lived in Main street.) Poor Charley Parker! Every one in the regiment spoke so highly of him. He was a true soldier and fell in the front ranks. He died hard, suffered much, frothed at the mouth. When our men went to bury our dead they found this young hero’s body entirely stripped by the Southerners. His grave is now there, on the battle-field, close by the Rappahannock.”


As the Confederates racked up victories and Union casualties mounted, New York’s initial enthusiasm began to wane. No longer under the illusion that this would be a quick and easy war, the unity that city residents had showed early on began to fray. In 1862, Copperheads—Democrats strongly opposed to war policy—became more vocal. Army enlistment numbers slipped. High inflation prevented poorer New Yorkers from buying food and heating their homes. From 1860 to 1863, rents went up by 15 to 20 percent; the price of beef, flour, and milk doubled; and coal jumped by at least a third.


Far from the battlefields, families were struggling. Losses at Bull Run, Harpers Ferry, and Fredericksburg created a class of war widows and orphans, with a large increase of children living on the streets. Cases of infanticide were also rising, as was the number of abandoned babies left on doorsteps and sidewalks. With the city’s new foundling hospitalconverted to a military hospital during thewar years, abandoned infants were typically brought to be cared for by poor women at the city almshouse on Blackwell’s Island. Unsurprisingly, many did not survive.


 




A Brooklyn Fair Entertains the City—and Brings in Big Bucks


The city of Brooklyn contributed much to the Union cause: 30,000 soldiers marched into battle; the Navy Yard produced the first ironclad warship, the Monitor, which bolstered Northern naval power; and firsthand reporting by the Brooklyn Daily Eagle offered a sober look at the bloodshed on the frontlines.


But one of Brooklyn’s proudest achievements was the money raised to provide medical aid and supplies to wounded soldiers. The sum, $400,000, came from sales and tickets for the city’s Sanitary Fair, held in winter 1864. The fair was one of several staged in cities across the country, largely organized and run by women’s charity relief groups.


The fairs took their name from the newly formed U.S. Sanitary Commission, a civilian charity headed by Central Park co-designer Frederick Law Olmsted. With two out of every three Civil War deaths the result of disease rather than combat, and little government relief for the families of soldiers, the Sanitary Commission played a pivotal role in aiding injured enlistees and offering aid to loved ones back home.


The Brooklyn Sanitary Fair owed its great success to women—the mothers, sisters, aunts, and daughters who organized this enormous bazaar spread across several buildings on Montague Street, including the grand Brooklyn Academy of Music. The fair opened on February 22 and featured bands, plays, a ball, and other forms of entertainment, as well as auctions and sales of merchandise donated by local manufacturers (including a labor-saving new household invention, the Universal Clothes Wringer).


“The decorations of the Academy were very beautiful, and their patriotic nature was in fine keeping with the character of the great enterprise,” the Fair’s sponsors wrote in 1864. “From the center of the Auditorium ceiling was suspended a mass of brilliantly colored bunting… above the arch of the stage, in letters formed by tiny jets of gas, blazed the inscription, ‘In Union Is Strength.’”


By the fair’s end on March 8, thousands of visitors had brought in $400,000 to be used toward supplies, food, and medical help for soldiers on the front lines. Some of the money also helped buy clothing and food for struggling families hit hard by the loss of a breadwinner. The final tally was double the amount predicted, and the most money raised by any fair in any city to that time. (The much bigger Sanitary Fair held in Manhattan a month later, however, broke that record with more than $1 million raised.) Brooklyn residents were rightly proud.


“This announcement was received with enthusiastic cheers, and waving of handkerchiefs from the galleries,” wrote the Brooklyn Daily Eagle on March 9, after the total sum was read aloud. “Mr. Low [A. A. Low, donor and organizer of the Sanitary Fair and father of future mayor Seth Low] congratulated the people of Brooklyn on this result, it would carry to our gallant soldiers the assurance that the hearts of the people are still with them.”
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Prominent women in Brooklyn organized the city’s Sanitary Fair in early 1864, a three-week extravaganza that raised $400,000 toward food, clothes, and supplies for struggling Union soldiers and their families.
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Poet and Brooklyn Daily Eagle correspondent Walt Whitman (with his companion, Peter Doyle) left New York in 1862 and spent the final two years of the war volunteering as a nurse in army hospitals, mostly in Washington, D.C. He wrote letters and articles for New York newspapers describing the men he helped care for. “This afternoon, July 22, 1863, I spent a long time with a young man I have been with considerable, named Oscar F. Wilder, Company G, One Hundred and Fifty-fourth New-York, low with chronic diarrhea, and a bad wound also,” Whitman wrote in the New York Times. “He asked me to read him a chapter in the New Testament.… It pleased him very much, yet the tears were in his eyes.… He talked of death, and said he did not fear it. I said: ‘Why, Oscar, don’t you think you will get well?’ He said: ‘I may, but it is not probable.’”


To help families whose main breadwinner had gone to war, the Wood administration launched a relief program that gave money to wives as well as mothers whose sons had supported them. But the money came in fits and starts, forcing private charity to try to fill the gap. Desperate women staged protests. In December 1861, approximately two hundred voiced their anger at city officials during a rally in Tompkins Square. “You have got me men into the souldiers, and now you have to kepe us from starving,” one mother put it.


Resentment for the wealthy was also growing. Invigorated by war contracts and a booming stock market, the rich were enjoying the good life, one of fancy carriages, dinners at Delmonico’s, and gold chains and rings. The focal point of the “shoddy aristocracy,” as they were dubbed, was the opening of A. T. Stewart’s “Iron Palace” at Broadway and 9th Street, a five-story Venetian palazzo–inspired emporium that carried the latest luxury clothes and merchandise. While rich ladies shopped on the lower floors, eight hundred women toiled at sewing machines and dress forms on the upper floors, earning pennies to sew everything from ball gowns to military uniforms.


These displays of wealth struck many observers as inappropriate, if not obscene, during a time of war and sacrifice. It was an early hint of the great gap between the haves and have-nots, a gap that would soon become cavernous and would define the postwar Gilded Age.
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The 69th Regiment—a fearsome unit dominated by Irish immigrant volunteers and known as the Fighting Irish—was sent off to war with proud support from city residents in the poor Irish Catholic Five Points slum.


“We don’t feel the war! is the exulting cry of the contractors, money-changers, and speculators, whose shouts of revel stifle the tearful voice of misery,” stated an 1864 article in Harper’s New Monthly Magazine. “While the national wealth has been poured out with a profuse generosity in behalf of a cause dear to the national heart, there have been immense fortunes made by enterprising money-getters, seeking only to fill their own pockets.… No noble cause, such as we are struggling for, was ever won by men while besotting themselves with excess and dallying pleasure. We must feel this war, and feel it resolutely, or we shall never triumph.”


While the rich were the object of antipathy, black New Yorkers were increasingly the target of resentment by Irish immigrants, who competed with them for jobs. In the 1860s, the Irish vastly outnumbered African Americans; approximately two hundred thousand New Yorkers were Irish—one-fourth of the entire city—while an estimated twelve thousand were black. Yet a Confederate defeat, many Irish feared, would bring thousands of freed Southern slaves to the city, where they would replace the Irish as laborers, longshoremen, domestics, seamstresses, drivers, and in other low-level positions.


Tensions between the two groups exploded in Brooklyn on August 4, 1862. On Sedgwick Street along the gritty South Brooklyn waterfront, packs of Irish workers rioted outside a tobacco factory that employed both whites and blacks. The African American workers were generally paid higher wages, according to the Brooklyn Daily Eagle, because they tended to have more experience, since many used to roll tobacco in the South. This upset the Irish, and just after 12 P.M., “a party of some 400 men and boys, some of them very much intoxicated, came rushing toward the factory from the neighborhood of Columbia and Harrison Streets and immediately surrounded the building,” the Eagle reported on August 5.


As black workers barricaded the doors, the marauders used brickbats and stones to smash windows, then attempted to light the factory on fire. Only the presence of police stopped the riot, which made headlines in Manhattan. “The irrepressible Conflict in Brooklyn,” the Eagle titled their article, calling the incident “one of the most disgraceful riots which has ever happened in this city.” The Sedgwick Street riot would foreshadow an even more destructive one across the East River—a weeklong carnival of violence that altered New York forever.


Anger Leads to a Week of Destruction


The smoldering tensions in New York came to a head after the Emancipation Proclamation took effect on January 1, 1863, and the Conscription Act was enacted two months later in March. The latter ushered in the nation’s first wartime draft and sent working-class and poor residents into a rage. One way to escape the draft was to pay $300—nearly a year’s salary. Well-to-do New Yorkers could afford it. The typical immigrant? Not likely.


This fury resulted in the Draft Riots of 1863. On the morning of July 11, a Saturday, draft drawings began at the Provost Marshal’s office on Third Avenue and 46th Street. The sweltering city remained quiet for two days. The following Monday, that peace was abruptly and violently shattered. By 10:00 A.M., groups of mostly Irish immigrant men assembled at the draft office and burned it to the ground. Emboldened by this destruction, they began rampaging: They set fire to nearby buildings, cut telegraph lines, and tore up railroad tracks. The city police force, weakened because so many young men were away at war, was unable to control the growing mob.
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The body of William Jones hangs at Clarkson Street. “A crowd of rioters on Clarkson Street, in pursuit of a negro, who in self-defense had fired on some rowdies, met an inoffensive colored man returning from a bakery with a loaf of bread under his arm. They instantly set upon and beat him and, after nearly killing him, hung him to a lamppost. His body was left suspended for several hours. A fire was made underneath him, and he was literally roasted as he hung, the mob reveling in their demoniac act.”—The Draft Riots in New York, July, 1863, The Metropolitan Police: Their Services During Riot Week.


Just past noon, a telegraph officer in New York sent this message to Secretary of War Edwin M. Stanton in Washington: “What is represented as a serious riot is now taking place on Third Avenue, at the provost-marshal’s office. The office is said to have been burned, and the adjoining block to be on fire. Our wires in that direction have all been torn down. A report just in says the regulars from Governor’s Island have been ordered to the vicinity.” Two hours later, the same telegraph officer relayed this message: “The riot has assumed serious proportions, and is entirely beyond the control of the police. Superintendent [of Police] Kennedy is badly injured. So far the rioters have everything their own way. They are estimated at from 30,000 to 40,000. I am inclined to think from 2,000 to 3,000 are actually engaged. Appearances indicate an organized attempt to take advantage of the absence of military force.”


The rioters continued their rampage all afternoon. They attacked the residence of pro-Lincoln mayor George Opdyke. Downtown near City Hall, they targeted the press offices of Newspaper Row. Shops were looted; a rifle factory was pillaged. William Steinway, a prominent German immigrant and cofounder with his father and brothers of the Steinway & Sons piano manufacturers, wrote in his diary about fending off a mob outside his Fourth Avenue factory. “Terrible excitement throughout the city, resistence to the draft,” he wrote on July 13. “About 5 P.M. they appear before our factory. Charles [Steinway’s brother and partner] speaks to them and with the aid of Rev. Father Mahon they draw off towards Yorkville.… It was a terrible scene and we were of course all much exercised at the prospect of having the factory destroyed.”


Rioters targeted the wealthy, Republicans, abolitionists, and most of all, African Americans. “The riot also took the form of a crusade against negroes, and wherever a colored man was observed, he was chased, stoned, and beaten,” wrote the New York World on July 14. The Colored Orphan Asylum on Fifth Avenue and 43rd Street was set on fire; the children and staff miraculously escaped.


A black man walking to his home on Clarkson Street was chased and lynched. Black men were beaten, mutilated, and murdered simply for being in the wrong place at the wrong time. At 9:30 P.M., a third message was sent to Secretary Stanton: “The situation is not improved since dark. The programme is diversified by small mobs chasing isolated negroes as hounds would chase a fox. I mention this to indicate to you that the spirit of mob is loose, and all parts of the city pervaded… In brief, the city of New York is tonight at the mercy of a mob, whether organized or improvised, I am unable to say. As far as I can learn, the firemen and military companies sympathize too closely with the draft resistance movement to be relied upon for [the] extinguishment of fires or the restoration of order. It is to be hoped that tomorrow will open upon a brighter prospect than is promised tonight.”


July 15 was another day of violence, wrote William Steinway. “Fighting on 2nd Ave near 21st street, the 7th and 71st Regiments arrive in the city… more fighting on 2d [sic] and 1st Aves. Stores broken into and plundered. Citizens organizing for defending private property, patrolling all night, burning of an Irish shanty near Central Park. During the day I have walked down to the store and back again in the eve. and watch all night til nearly 5 o’clock A.M. in the shop.”


 




The Business of War


The ongoing war created an endless need for supplies: clothes, tents, guns, belts, medicine, and other items were in constant demand by the military. New York’s manufacturers seized this money-making opportunity. The National Arms Company, a Brooklyn-based gunmaker, pumped out weapons. Shipbuilders sprang up along the East River waterfront and in the Brooklyn Navy Yard, making wooden ships as well as the new ironclad vessels like the Monitor. The railroad business boomed. Just outside New York City, near the Croton Reservoir (one of the main sources of the city’s water supply), Gail Borden’s New York Condensed Milk Company distributed tens of thousands of cans of condensed milk to Union soldiers, who drank it on the battlefield and even in hospitals for its nutritional value.


Some of the iconic brands and businesses that are still headquartered in the city today made big bucks during the Civil War years. Brooks Brothers manufactured thousands of uniforms, and standardized sizing. The Singer Sewing Machine Company mass-produced the machines Brooks Brothers and other factories in the city’s nascent garment district relied on. Tiffany & Co. made medals, swords, and surgical tools. In Brooklyn, the pharmaceutical companies that eventually became the corporate giants Squibb and Pfizer manufactured medicine and surgical supplies. American Express, headquartered downtown, shipped these and other goods to the frontlines—and they also shipped the corpses of fallen soldiers back home to their families for burial.
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American Express Company’s night train from New York City in 1884.
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With the war coming to a close and Union victory imminent, thousands of New Yorkers celebrated at a victory “jubilee” on March 6, 1865, that spanned Union Square to City Hall Park. “The vast concourse of people thronging the streets and literally crowding every window and balcony along the long line of the procession, was the greatest feature of the day,” wrote Harper’s Weekly. “It appears to us that the triumph was timely; it revived the patriotic pledges which New York City gave four years ago… and it was a foretaste of the happier, completer triumph that can not be far distant.”


It wasn’t until July 16 that five regiments of New York troops were sent back to the city to restore order. Officially, 119 were killed, but other reports estimated the number to be closer to a thousand. Despite almost a week of terror, the bloodthirsty mob failed to stop the draft. Yet they did succeed in driving many African Americans out of the metropolis. This reverse migration, with families leaving black enclaves such as Bleecker and Minetta Streets and the West 30s, resulted in a 20 percent decrease in New York’s black population—a trend that wouldn’t reverse for decades.


The End of the War—and the Start of the Gilded Age


After four years of bloodshed, the South surrendered on April 9, 1865. It had been a long four years of uncertainty and hardship for most New Yorkers, and by the time the Union captured Richmond in early April, the city could collectively exhale. George Templeton Strong read the news about Richmond while walking past the bulletin board of the Commercial Advertiser, a newspaper headquartered on Wall Street. A jubilant crowd had gathered there, wrote Strong in his diary on April 3.




I walked about on the outskirts of the crowd, shaking hands with everybody, congratulating and being congratulated by scores of men I hardly know even by sight. Men embraced and hugged each other, kissed each other, retreated into doorways to dry their eyes and came out again to flourish their hats and hurrah. My only experience of people stirred up to like intensity of feeling was at the great Union meeting at Union Square in April, 1861. But the feeling of today’s crowd was not at all identical with that of the memorable mass-meeting four years ago. It was no less earnest and serious, but it was founded on memories of years of failure, all but hopeless, and on the consciousness that national victory was at last secured, through much tribulation.





 




A “Fairy Wedding” at Grace Church Charms the City


The February 10, 1863, nuptials of Charles Stratton, aka “General Tom Thumb,” and Lavinia Warren bumped the war from the front pages of New York newspapers. This “fairy wedding” captivated city residents, who couldn’t read enough about the two “loving Lilliputians,” as the New York Times put it in an article the day after their enormous and elegant ceremony at Grace Episcopal Church on Broadway and 10th Street.


Stratton and Warren were already well known to New Yorkers; they were star performers at P. T. Barnum’s hugely popular American Museum, on Broadway and Ann Street. After their engagement, Barnum helped turn the impending wedding into a show, which he dubbed “the biggest little thing that was ever known.” A gossip-crazed city needing a break from the hardships of war loved it.


The ceremony was the social event of the season, and guests included members of the Astor and Vanderbilt families. Mathew Brady took the photos. After tying the knot, Stratton and Warren rode down Broadway to the Metropolitan Hotel on Prince Street, cheered on by twenty thousand citizens. The media chronicled every detail of the reception held there. Even their honeymoon was tabloid fodder: a trip to Washington, D.C., and a reception at the White House by President and Mrs. Lincoln.


A dose of frivolity seemed to be what a war-weary city needed. “As the time approached for the ceremony of the nuptials, the crowd increased in density, every one exhibiting the most impatient desire to catch a glimpse at the happy pair when they should arrive,” wrote the Times. “The smiling faces of the thousands of fair ladies thus assembled contributed not a little to the attractiveness and joyfulness of the occasion.… Order was preserved throughout the entire proceedings, and a general good feeling seemed to exist among the people.”


The event was pure Barnum showmanship, but New York didn’t mind. “The exquisite and the artisan, the lady of twenty and the lady of fifty, the habiliments of street, dining-room, drawing-room, and almost of nursery, commingled in charming confusion, out-Barnuming Barnum in their unsurpassed conglomeration of all specimens of humanity,” wrote the Times.
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General Tom Thumb—aka P. T. Charles Stratton—was a star performer at P. T. Barnum’s popular American Museum on Ann Street and Broadway. Barnum helped arrange and sensationalize Stratton’s wedding to Lavinia Warren.
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The 1863 “Fairy Wedding” between Barnum performers General Tom Thumb and Lavinia Warren at Grace Church captivated a city worn down by an ongoing Civil War.























The war didn’t really come to a close for the city until Lincoln’s murder and subsequent funeral procession. Brought together briefly in grief, and with city factories and the banking sector buzzing wildly with money and activity, New York in 1865 was poised for progress. By the decade’s end, the omnibuses choking the streets would start to be replaced by elevated trains, the first of which went up on Greenwich Avenue in 1868. And after a lull during the war, workers and laborers returned to Central Park, creating the lakes, paths, bridges, and fountains that turned what was once a rocky, partly swampy rectangle of land into a lovely public park accessible to all. New York was also growing famous for its opulent department stores, like A. T. Stewart’s on 9th Street, and a shopping district north and west of Union Square dubbed “Ladies’ Mile.”


Perhaps the only city industry that may have wished the War Between the States hadn’t ended was the newspaper business. Centered at Printing House Square, across Park Row from City Hall Park, the printing plants of the city’s popular morning and evening papers had churned out war news for an anxious public sometimes three times daily, and pioneered the publication of “extras” and Sunday editions. With the war over, the pressure to maintain and even boost circulation intensified. As it turned out, the city of the next three decades would supply more than enough innovation, excitement, and scandal to keep the printing presses working overtime.
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The major city newspapers were headquartered at Printing House Square near City Hall, where crowds gathered daily during the war for the latest news.














CHAPTER 2


The Moneymaking City
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Steps away from the New York Stock Exchange building on Broad Street (left), an open-air market of “curbstone” brokers sold small stocks and made transactions in the street, rain or shine. The curbstone brokers moved indoors in 1919, and in 1953 became the American Stock Exchange.


 



Shameless Moneymaking


In February 1867, Mark Twain arrived in New York City as a correspondent for a San Francisco newspaper. Still a little-known itinerant journalist (who six years later would coin the term “The Gilded Age” to describe the excesses of the post-Civil War era), Twain had last visited New York in 1853. Only fourteen years had passed. Yet the thirty-two-year-old found himself in an unfamiliar city, a vast, fast-paced metropolis awash in money fever.


“The town is all changed since I was here…,” he wrote, later writing, “They have increased the population of New York and its suburbs a quarter of a million souls. They have built up her waste places with acres and acres of costly buildings. They have made five thousand men wealthy, and for a good round million of her citizens they have made it a matter of the closest kind of scratching to get along in the several spheres of life to which they belong.”


In June, he commented, “I have at last, after several months’ experience, made up my mind that [New York] is a splendid desert—a domed and steepled solitude, where the stranger is lonely in the midst of a million of his race.… Every man seems to feel that he has got the duties of two lifetimes to accomplish in one, and so he rushes, rushes, rushes, and never has time to be companionable—never has any time at his disposal to fool away on matters which do not involve dollars and duty and business.”


New York had always been a place where money changed hands. What had started as a colonial trading post two centuries earlier had evolved into the nation’s business capital, due in part to the opening of the Erie Canal in 1825, and to the subsequent waves of immigrants who provided cheap, ready labor. The demand for goods during the Civil War further unleashed the city’s manufacturing prowess, fattening bank accounts all over Manhattan.
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By 1870, sugar refining had become New York’s most profitable manufacturing industry. Massive refineries like the American Sugar Refining Company loomed along the East River, employing thousands of men and storing and processing millions of pounds of sugar.


[image: image]


The garment industry boomed in the Gilded Age, and New York took the lead as the nation’s biggest clothing-making center—with one in three city residents making a living in the garment business. More than six thousand factories employed thousands of workers, mostly young immigrant women.


But this wealth-worshipping Gilded Age city was different. After the city bankers secured $2.5 billion for the federal government to finance the war, government officials passed the 1864 Banking Act, making New York the repository of the banking reserves of the country. The business of finance began its reign. New national banks provided capital for America’s developing railroad infrastructure, telegraph networks, and mining projects. The payoff for the city itself was swift: The value of real estate and personal property doubled between 1860 and 1870, to approximately $1 billion. The value of goods produced in the city also doubled, to $333 million.


The making and selling of these goods was reaching a fever pitch unlike anything the city had seen. Powerful new factories devoted to New York’s most lucrative industries rose along the cityscape. Sugar refineries stuck out on the Manhattan and Brooklyn sides of the East River; the number of garment factories exploded on the Lower East Side. Across from City Hall, publishers and presses churned out newspapers, periodicals, and books at Printing House Square and Newspaper Row. Meanwhile, consumerism within the city was in full swing, exemplified by the newly christened Ladies’ Mile shopping district. Centered on Broadway between 14th and 23rd streets, this stretch of fashionable New York was lined with multilevel, windowed emporiums such as Lord & Taylor and Arnold Constable that catered to the material desires of a new class of prosperous women.


In 1869, the New York Stock Exchange—which began with twenty-four brokers signing an agreement under a buttonwood tree on Wall Street in 1792—was now trading approximately $3 billion in securities annually. The incredible growth of the stock market after the Civil War enthralled New Yorkers and visitors alike, who were captivated by the enormous sums made and lost on this “feverish, anxious street,” looked down upon by “the stately spire of Trinity [church],” as writer Junius Henri Browne wrote in his 1868 book The Great Metropolis: A Mirror of New York. Newspapers and magazines covered the activity on the trading floor for readers fascinated by the high stakes—or shocked by the vulgar money-grubbing.


 




The Age of Invention Transforms New York


Thanks to industrialization and a deeper understanding of science, the years following the Civil War became the Age of Invention. In three decades, technology drastically changed the city and the way New Yorkers experienced day-to-day life. Machines and devices that first seemed like curiosities became household staples for the city’s middle and upper classes.


In 1877, New Yorkers crowded the auditorium of Chickering Hall, at Fifth Avenue and 18th Street, to watch Alexander Graham Bell demonstrate his “electric speaking telephones.” In 1880, New York’s telephone system had 2,800 subscribers. By 1896, it had 15,000. Private phones were still a luxury, but anyone could access one installed in a hotel or local store.


Electric arc lights developed separately by Charles Brush and Thomas Edison began illuminating city streets and homes starting in 1880. Edison’s first private customer was J. P. Morgan; by 1883, he had 513 customers, and his incandescent electric bulbs lit up marquees, billboards, and streets, transforming New York from a daytime city to a twenty-four-hour metropolis by the turn of the century.
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Alexander Graham Bell invented the telephone in 1877—but it wasn’t until 1892 that he made the first long-distance call, from New York to Chicago.


Edison also developed the first phonograph in 1877, and the first motion picture projector in 1889. Calling it a kinetoscope, he exhibited the projector at the Brooklyn Institute of Arts and Sciences in 1893. On April 14, 1894, a kinetoscope parlor opened at 1155 Broadway, on the corner of 27th Street—the first commercial motion picture house. For twenty-five cents, visitors could look down into a wooden box and watch several minutes of short black-and-white films.


Nikola Tesla, a Serbian immigrant who came to New York in 1884 to work for Edison developing electricity, struck out on his own and experimented with radio waves, improving communication via Morse code on ships and paving the way for radio to be broadcast into homes.


Smaller inventions also transformed life. The electric iron was invented by New Yorker Henry Seeley in 1882. Typewriters that debuted in the 1860s and fountain pens refined in the 1870s were a staple of the Gilded Age office. Steam and electric engines changed transportation, making trains and streetcars faster and travel time shorter. Thanks to manufacturing manpower and the machine age, these inventions could be mass-produced in factories and available to the consumers who could afford them.
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Thomas Edison’s Vitascope was an early motion picture machine that could show short films for a large audience. The Vitascope, which debuted in 1896, eclipsed Edison’s Kinetoscope, a projector that played a number of images at high speed to create a moving picture but could only be seen by one viewer at a time. The first Vitascope film demonstrated to a paying public was at Koster and Bial’s Music Hall in Herald Square in 1896.


“Little more than a century ago, everything was slowly and imperfectly made by the tedious toil of the workman’s hand; but now marvelously perfect results of ingenious manufacture are in every-day use, scattered far and wide, so that their very commonness almost prevents us from viewing them with the attention and admiration they deserve,” wrote one scientist who published a guide to the outstanding inventions in the decades following the Civil War.
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Charles Brush’s first commercially successful arc light system, which was used to light sections of Broadway by 1878, inspired Thomas Edison to create his own electric light work.
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The technologically advanced “Main Board” room at the New York Stock Exchange on Broad Street in the 1880s allowed clerks to take and place orders by telegraph, telephone, and pneumatic tube.


“The vice president stood on the rostrum like an auctioneer, hammer in hand,” read an account by two English travelers, who marveled at the energy and technology in the trading room. As stocks were sold from a list printed on a blackboard, a crowd of dealers let loose “a Babel of unearthly yells, which meant bidding… look into any office on Wall Street, and click, click goes the machine, spinning out a paper ribbon, upon which is distinctly printed every sale as it is made.”


In 1872’s Lights and Shadows of New York Life, James D. McCabe captured the frenzy of brokers bidding on stocks. “Bids come fast and furious, hands, arms, hats, and canes are waved frantically overhead to attract the attention of the presiding officer. The most intense excitement prevails throughout the room, and the shouts and cries are deafening.”


This was a much coarser stock market than the already bullish version New Yorkers knew before the war. “The men stamp, yell, shake their arms, heads, and bodies violently, and almost trample each other to death in the violent struggle,” McCabe wrote. “Men, who in private life excite the admiration of their friends and acquaintances by the repose and dignity of their manner, here lose their self-possession entirely, and are more like maniacs than sensible beings.”


The New York Stock Exchange wasn’t the only way to play the market. New exchanges opened along Wall Street for the buying and selling of commodities such as petroleum, cotton, and corn. Meanwhile, smaller, often less scrupulous traders sold shares outdoors at the “curbstone” stock exchange near Wall Street. “A few of these operators are men of integrity, who being unable to enter the regular boards, are compelled to conduct their business this way,” wrote McCabe. “They have regular places of business in some of the neighboring streets… but the great majority are simply sharpers, men who will not meet their losses, and who will fleece any one, who falls into their hands, out of his last cent.”


 




Counterfeit Money


In the mid-nineteenth century, lots of paper money was in circulation. States issued their own notes, and in 1861, the federal government gave approval to the U.S. Treasury to print its own paper currency, or “greenbacks,” as they were called because of their color. In 1863, Congress established a national banking system, and the U.S. Treasury oversaw thousands of national banks, which were allowed to print their own notes, issued in denominations of $1 to $1,000. All of these different bills were a counterfeiter’s dream, as no one could possibly be familiar enough with each design and appearance to know which were real and which were frauds. In 1877, the Treasury Department’s Bureau of Engraving and Printing became the sole producer of U.S. currency.
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The Shoe and Leather Bank was a legitimate financial institution—“one of the wealthiest and most reliable,” according to an 1861 New York Times article. But its banknotes were catnip for counterfeiters, who made elaborate forgeries and then circulated them in other parts of the country, where they wouldn’t be discounted as fraudulent. The mid-nineteenth century has been described as the “golden age of counterfeiting.”





On the surface, this intense investment activity hinted at a robust economy, one that extended beyond the offices of brokers and bankers. Clerks, tellers, bookkeepers, and other salaried workers were needed in this new world of wealth-building, and the men (and sometimes women) who filled these positions earned wages that put them in the city’s middle class. Many more New Yorkers made a respectable living as tradesmen, merchants, and in service professions that grew along with the banking sector. But there was little to no federal oversight regulating big banks and Wall Street, let alone the small-time brokers peddling speculative stocks. It would take several years before great numbers of unsuspecting investors caught up in money fever realized that the bull market was rigged against them.




OEBPS/images/Art_P9.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P18.jpg
1 N V evestin
30000 VOLUNTEERS. WAN

TOTAETs W RECRUTS
Counry Bounty Casi Down g s $






OEBPS/images/Art_P4.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P19.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P16.jpg
PLAN vz NEW YDRISse.

)






OEBPS/images/Art_P6.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P17.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P14.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P15.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P12.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P13.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P10.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P11.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780316353687.jpg
1R 11
mmm T
Lm“,






OEBPS/images/9780316353687_c.jpg
SLUDED






OEBPS/images/Art_P29.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P28.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P25.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P26.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P23.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P24.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P21.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P20.jpg
m%

T Simhor






OEBPS/images/Art_P38.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P39.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P36.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P37.jpg
EDISON'S “iatee”






OEBPS/images/Art_P34.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P35.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P32.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P33.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P30.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P31.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P37a.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
ﬂ\e Gilclecl ége
in Heu) @orﬂ]«

1870-1910

ESTHER CRAIN






OEBPS/images/Art_P13a.jpg





