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Strollers traverse Manhattan’s Grand Army Plaza, the Hotel New Netherland (opened in 1892–93) prominent in the background. That hotel was replaced in 1927 by the Sherry-Netherland.

























INTRODUCTION


ALL THAT GLITTERS


“The flames of a new economic evolution run around us, and we turn to find that competition has killed competition, that corporations are grown greater than the State and have bred individuals greater than themselves, and that the naked issue of our time is with property becoming the master instead of servant, property in many necessaries of life becoming monopoly of the necessaries of life. … Our industry is a fight of every man for himself. The prize we give the fittest is monopoly of the necessaries of life, and we leave these winners of the powers of life and death to wield them over us by the same ‘self-interest’ with which they took them from us.”


—HENRY DEMAREST LLOYD,
WEALTH AGAINST COMMONWEALTH (1899)1





In 1890, 73 percent of America’s wealth was held by the top 10 percent of the population. In 2013 (per data released by the Congressional Budget Office in 2016), the top 10 percent of families held 76 percent of total wealth. As Mark Twain is often credited with having said, “History doesn’t repeat itself but it often rhymes.”2 Googling the phrase “new gilded age” on December 26, 2016, returned “about 9,040,000 results,” including the farewell speech of retiring Senate Minority Leader Harry Reid, who left office warning of “a new gilded age.”3


Many of today’s economists and historians believe they have found a kind of handbook of the new gilded age. It is Capital in the Twenty-First Century (English edition, 2014) by French economist Thomas Piketty, a work the Nobel laureate economist Paul Krugman calls a “magnificent, sweeping meditation on [wealth] inequality.”4 Piketty argues that when the rate of return of capital is greater than rate of economic growth, concentration of wealth results. A nearly identical concentration occurred during the post–Civil War nineteenth century and during the last quarter of the twentieth century into the opening of the twenty-first. The numbers support the assertion that we have both a First and a Second Gilded Age. Perhaps by understanding the First, we can understand and—as a democracy—more effectively manage the Second. Perhaps.
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IF PIKETTY’S CAPITAL IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY is the book of the New or Second Gilded Age, its counterpart in the original Gilded Age—the American period between the end of the Civil War and the dawn of the twentieth century—is perhaps more importantly remembered for being an eponym of the period itself: an 1873 novel written by Mark Twain in collaboration with the journalist-editor Charles Dudley Warner, titled The Gilded Age: A Tale of Today. Twain borrowed that title from one of William Shakespeare’s least-read and least-performed plays, The Life and Death of King John, based on the life of John, king of England (1166–1216), who was forced by his kingdom’s rebellious barons to guarantee them certain legal rights as set out in the Magna Carta. Act 4, Scene 2 begins with the king pleased after commanding a second coronation to force his barons to swear their allegiance anew. One baron, Lord Salisbury, compares this to a brief catalog of other superfluous and extravagant acts:
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The original cover of the 1873 satirical novel by Mark Twain and Charles Dudley Warner that gave the era its name.









To gild refined gold, to paint the lily,


To throw a perfume on the violet,


To smooth the ice, or add another hue


Unto the rainbow, or with taper-light


To seek the beauteous eye of heaven to garnish,


Is wasteful and ridiculous excess.








Thus Twain and Warner saw their own era—an epoch of excess, of consumption not merely conspicuous but pornographic, as a “gilded age.” It was an age of robber barons and political bosses; of obscene wealth acquired and disposed of in total disregard to “how the other half lives”; an age of industrial expansion at the expense of the land; an age of American imperial adventurism culminating in the Spanish-American War, annexation of the Philippines, and annexation of Hawaii, all in 1898. Most of all, Twain, Warner, and many others regarded the Gilded Age as an amoral epoch of exuberant political cynicism and chronic political mediocrity. As Senator and Republican National Committee Chairman Mark Hanna (R-Ohio) remarked in 1895, “There are two things that are important in politics. The first is money and I can’t remember what the second one is.”5


Having elected in 2016 a combination magnate and reality television star to the presidency—especially one whose signature show, The Apprentice, embodied the social Darwinism Andrew Carnegie defined in his 1889 essay “Wealth” (see page 86)—Americans may be forgiven for seeing the nineteenth-century Gilded Age through a twenty-first-century lens. Both Gilded Ages are steeped in the same lily-gilding self-indulgence of what reality TV pioneer Robin Leach (host of the 1980s Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous) called “champagne wishes and caviar dreams.”6 But to go no further than visions of bubbly and roe is to do great injustice at least to the original Gilded Age.


True, Twain and Warner’s novel is about the greed, excess, and corruption in post–Civil War America. True, also, is the hint that the “Gilded Age” was something of a pun on “Guilty Age,” a period of American history criminal at its core and steeped in original sin. There is also the notion that it was an era marked by stark contrasts between insiders and outsiders and populated by a profusion of “guilds,” as it were—monopolies, crony-capitalist cartels, political parties, labor unions, and other special interest groups, including lodges, secret societies, and a host of reform organizations. Those who could not identify themselves with any particular “guild” were the outsiders, the masses, the feckless victims.


Finally, it is also true that the most obvious connotation of a “gilded age” is that it must be a much-degraded imitation of a true “golden age.” For Twain and Warner, the robber baron capitalist was a Midas whose touch was so shallow that it produced not solid gold but only a thin veneer barely covering the rot and corruption that had spawned it.
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Andrew Carnegie was an impoverished child laborer in Scotland who became a ruthless industrialist in America. Having made his fortune, he gave most of it away to finance works for the public good. “The man who dies rich,” he wrote, “dies disgraced.”





Twain and Warner were not mistaken about the age they named. But they hardly told the whole story. Pursue the metaphor of a gilded age further and you will find that, whatever its symbolic and moral implications, gilding is an artificial process, a means of transforming the world through human invention, industry, artifice, and will. In this sense, America’s “Gilded Age” was an era of unprecedented creativity, not confined to a few extraordinary geniuses as in the Renaissance—an era popularly seen as a true golden age—but creativity disseminated to a burgeoning new American middle class in a kind of manufactured utopia, a demi-Eden predicted in the dazzlingly optimistic Centennial Exposition of 1876 (which we will cover in chapter 1) and in the World’s Columbian Exposition of 1893 (chapter 15), an even more dazzling display.


In the chapters that follow, we will neglect none of the lurid negatives of post–Civil War America, but we will also celebrate the positives, the myriad inspirations from which our own beleaguered and materially unequal age may draw inspiration.




“America’s ‘Gilded Age’ was an era of unprecedented creativity, not confined to a few extraordinary geniuses as in the Renaissance.”
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WAR IS USUALLY RUINOUS TO PEOPLES AND NATIONS, especially civil war, but the bloody conflict between the American North and South from 1861 to 1865 made fortunes and laid the foundation for even more fortunes to come. Although it brought devastation to the South, the war rapidly accelerated industrial development in the North, and it occasioned two great national initiatives. One was the opening of public lands in the trans-Mississippi West to settlement and development by the Homestead Act of 1862, and the other was the federally subsidized building of a transcontinental railroad by the Pacific Railway Acts of 1862 and 1863. All three pieces of legislation were demonstrations of bold faith in a nation torn apart by the biggest, costliest, bloodiest war in its history. The Homestead Act affirmed the American dream of property ownership in what white Americans thought of as “virgin land,” quite disregarding the Native Americans’ age-old residence in the West. The Homestead Act also encouraged foreign, specifically European, immigration to the United States, and it opened up vast new markets for the fruits of American invention and industry.


As the Homestead Act began the transformation of the United States into a great consumer economy, the building of the transcontinental railroads, enabled by the legislation of 1862 and 1863, made western expansion practical, even as it stimulated American industrialization—which, by the 1870s, pulled far ahead of the original epicenter of the Industrial Revolution, Great Britain. The American railroads spawned many heavy industries and created a vast demand for coal that expanded coal mining, especially in the Far West.


Western settlement and western railroads drew domestic as well as international investments in American business. New York was added to London and Paris as a global capital of finance and soon eclipsed both European cities in this regard. Indeed, while America grew as an industrial giant, its growth as a center of capitalism—investment in industry, real estate, and banking—began to overshadow even manufacturing, mining, and railroad building.


“The business of America is business,” President Calvin Coolidge would say in the 1920s. But it was much earlier, during the final quarter of the nineteenth century, that the business of American business had become, quite simply, wealth. This meant that “building” businesses was something more than a matter of brick and mortar. As great wealth became increasingly concentrated in a relatively few families during the Gilded Age, so corporations began to coalesce into massive and monopolistic “trusts”, especially in the petroleum, steel, meat, sugar, and farm machinery sectors. The largest of these trusts were not only horizontal—a Standard Oil, for instance, gobbled up many smaller oil companies—but vertical as well. Standard Oil’s John D. Rockefeller came to control the extraction, refining, transportation, and retail distribution of petroleum products, and his friend Andrew Carnegie, founder of Carnegie Steel, not only operated steel mills, but also owned the iron mines that fed them and the coal mines that fed the ovens, which processed the coal into coke to fuel the mill furnaces. Carnegie also invested in research and development to create advanced steel-making techniques, which were disseminated to Carnegie Steel managers and employees through classes conducted at a Carnegie industrial institute.


The great capitalists not only revolutionized the structure of corporations, they redesigned work itself. At the lower levels, factory workers were subject to training in efficiency, and their labor was closely integrated with specialized machinery, to which they were effectively subordinated. The era of the unskilled manual laborer gave way to the trained machine tender, even as the era of the craftsman gave way to the semiskilled factory worker. A new class of middle-management employees developed as well, many of them trained in engineering colleges, which began to appear across the country. America became a center of innovation and led the world in the creation of patents.
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Dubbed the “Smoky City,” Pittsburgh was the center of the burgeoning American steel industry during the Gilded Age. This stereograph from c. 1905 shows a plant along the Monongahela River.





As the American economy grew during the 1870s and 1880s at the fastest rate in its history, the so-called robber barons7 ruled over the working class sometimes ruthlessly, sometimes paternalistically, and, often, even philanthropically. Men like John D. Rockefeller, Andrew Carnegie, and Leland Stanford, ruthless in business, used a large portion of their wealth to finance vast philanthropic endeavors, including centers for medical research, hospitals, public museums and libraries, universities, opera houses, and other noble institutions. Yet they never abandoned the social Darwinism of nineteenth-century English philosopher Herbert Spencer, who transferred Charles Darwin’s concept of the “survival of the fittest” from the realm of biological evolution to that of social development. Capitalism, Spencer argued, winnowed out the socially weak and elevated the socially strong, thereby justifying social stratification and inequality of wealth distribution.


The rise of the capitalist class did not go unchallenged. The Gilded Age saw the rapid development of large labor unions, beginning with the Knights of Labor, established in 1869. Strikes were frequent and sometimes violent, with violence directed by strikers against employers and, even more viciously, by employers against strikers. In 1886, a labor demonstration in Chicago’s Haymarket Square was bombed, killing seven police officers and four demonstrators, and wounding sixty other people. On June 26, 1892, Andrew Carnegie’s Homestead Steelworks in Pennsylvania was struck by workers protesting a wage cut. Ten days later, on July 6, a battle erupted between the strikers and Pinkerton guards hired by the company. Ten strikers and three Pinkerton operatives were killed, prompting Pennsylvania’s governor to call out the state militia. The strike dragged on until November 20. On May 11, 1894, workers at the Pullman Palace Sleeping Car factory in Chicago went on strike to protest cuts wage cuts that had been made without reductions in rents at company-owned housing. Eugene V. Debs, president of the American Railway Union, called for a boycott on trains carrying Pullman cars on June 26, and violence related to the strike and the boycott resulted in some thirty deaths and fifty-seven injuries.


Along with strikes, Progressive activists and politicians moved to improve conditions for workers, increase wages, and regulate or eliminate child labor. In the meantime, immigration, which had been encouraged by both political and business leaders to stimulate westward expansion, was becoming an increasingly contentious political and economic issue. Workers were concerned that immigrant labor would “steal” their jobs by undercutting their salary demands. Labor interests lobbied for restrictions and quotas on immigration, even as many capitalists lobbied for liberalized immigration policies. In the big cities, the influx of immigrant labor led to the construction of cheap tenement apartment buildings, which, on the one hand, created culturally diverse and intellectually rich communities while, on the other, resulted in the development of unhealthy and sometimes crime-ridden slums.


Racial and ethnic discrimination became major issues in American life. Irish, Italian, and Jewish immigrants were often targeted for discrimination, as were African Americans. In the South, the end of post–Civil War Reconstruction in 1876 (see chapter 10), brought a racist backlash against freed slaves and their descendants, ranging from employment restrictions that created a permanent black underclass in the South to outright terrorism, as practiced by such groups as the Ku Klux Klan. Many African American working men and families migrated to the cities and factory towns of the North, where racial segregation was not decreed by law, but was nonetheless a fact of life.
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The Carnegie Steel plant at Homestead, Pennsylvania, was the site of a labor lockout and strike that turned into a bloody battle between strikers and Carnegie’s Pinkerton guards in 1892.





The clashing interests of wealthy capitalists and struggling workers reshaped American politics, promoting both audacious corruption—which reached its height during the two-term administration of Ulysses S. Grant (1869–77)—and the ambitious reform initiatives of the Progressive movement. In the cities, machine government, run by political bosses, became rampant as the “spoils system” exerted a powerful hold on state and local governments. The bosses curried favor and exerted control by rewarding their faithful with lucrative government positions and government contracts.


On the national level, the spoils system expressed itself in special interest lobbying and in political patronage. Paralleling this was the emergence of what many have called ethnocultural politics: party adhesion based on ethnic, immigrant, religious, and racial affiliation or origin. In 1891, the People’s Party—sometimes called the Populist Party—was founded in Cincinnati, Ohio, mainly as an agricultural third party aligned against the two major political parties, the Republicans and Democrats. On July 4, 1892, the party nominated former Union general James Baird Weaver, an Iowan, for president, under a banner proclaiming, “We Do Not Ask for Sympathy or Pity. We Ask for Justice.” Four years later, the Populists endorsed Democratic agrarian candidate William Jennings Bryan, who spoke against the monetary gold standard and in favor of the coinage of silver in a move to increase the money supply and free up credit for farmers. “You shall not crucify mankind upon a cross of gold,” he declared on July 7, 1896, to the delegates assembled at the Democratic National Convention. Bryan was defeated for the presidency by Republican William McKinley; however, the Populists would be replaced by the Progressive Party, which, in 1912, would nominate Theodore Roosevelt as its candidate. Before the Gilded Age came to an end, both Populism and Progressivism emerged as important forces challenging the political status quo.




“We Do Not Ask for Sympathy or Pity. We Ask for Justice.”


—POPUPULIST PARTY BANNER, 1892
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THE GILDED AGE SAW THE URBANIZATION OF AMERICA, but it also created a massive expansion of farming. Between 1860 and 1905, the number of American farms increased from two million to six million and the number of people living on farms during that time from ten million to thirty-one million.8 Unfortunately, however, farmers were subject to the whipsaw effect of agricultural booms and busts, especially when demand for and prices of wheat and cotton would skyrocket, only to plummet during the numerous crises of economic instability to which the nation was subject during this period. Farmers’ troubles were compounded by the predatory freight pricing of rail carriers, who fixed prices among themselves to avoid competition and thereby were often in a position to gouge farmers in the regions served by a single railroad. Farmers responded by embracing mechanization of farming, which increased productivity while reducing costs, and, in 1867, by organizing themselves into the politically powerful Grange movement (a fraternal organization that still exists on a smaller scale today). The Grange successfully pressured Congress for passage of so-called Granger Laws, which set limits on railroad and warehouse fees. On February 4, 1887, Congress enacted the most sweeping piece of Gilded Age regulatory legislation, the Interstate Commerce Act, which required railroads to charge reasonable rates and barred them from granting “preferred” (that is, big and powerful) customers reduced rates.
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This Puck magazine chromolithograph depicts Populist apostle William Jennings Bryan, who, having electrified the Democratic National Convention with his “Cross of Gold” speech, won that party’s 1896 presidential nomination, only to be defeated by Republican William McKinley.
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Indian chiefs and U.S. officials meet at the Pine Ridge Reservation on January 16, 1891, in the aftermath of the Wounded Knee Massacre of December 29, 1890. Among those pictured here are Crow Dog and Short Bull, standing second and third from the left; standing sixth from the left is William F. “Buffalo Bill” Cody.





The Homestead Act of 1862 was followed by the Southern Homestead Act of 1866, the Timber Culture Act of 1873, the land rushes in Oklahoma in 1889 and the 1890s, and the Enlarged Homestead Act of 1909. Together with the expansion of the transcontinental rail lines, these accelerated white settlement in the West, triggering the so-called Indian wars, beginning in the late 1860s and culminating in the Wounded Knee Massacre in South Dakota on December 29, 1890.


Along with abuse of African Americans in the South and the urban North, the war against and the displacement of Native Americans in the West are tragic and shameful aspects too often glossed over in discussions of the Gilded Age, which typically focus on conflicts between labor and capital. In fact, the injustices committed against African Americans, Native Americans, farmers, and labor were all intimately related to the economic growth that drove the Gilded Age. It was this explosive growth that also contributed to the rise of American imperialism, yet another dimension of the Gilded Age.


The combined energy of capital and political ambition sought out new outlets for profit and power in the 1890s. On July 12, 1893, an obscure history professor from the University of Wisconsin rose to deliver a paper at the Art Institute of Chicago during the World Columbian Exposition. Based on his interpretation of the 1890 census, in which the United States Bureau of the Census had decided that it could no longer designate the boundaries of a western frontier by means of population statistics, Professor Frederick Jackson Turner announced that the frontier, the source of so much of America’s distinctive identity, was now, in effect, statistically “closed.” Although uniformly rejected by modern historians as a distorted and inadequate explanation of the early modern history of the American West, Turner’s “frontier thesis,” as it was called, not only made him America’s foremost historian at the close of the nineteenth century, it profoundly influenced the way most Americans thought of themselves. It explained much about the popular mythology of the American West, and it suggests a reason why American political and business leaders turned from the West to lands beyond the North American continent to expand both nation and markets.


“What the Mediterranean Sea was to the Greeks,” Turner told his Chicago audience, “breaking the bond of custom, offering new experiences, calling out new institutions and activities, that, and more, the ever retreating frontier has been to the United States.” He continued: “And now, four centuries from the discovery of America, at the end of a hundred years of life under the Constitution, the frontier has gone, and with its going has closed the first period of American history.” He argued that the expansive character of American life—“that restless, nervous energy; that dominant individualism … that buoyancy and exuberance which comes from freedom”—created by the frontier would not end with its closing. Instead, he asserted, “American energy will continually demand a wider field of exercise.”9


Some of Turner’s fellow historians called his “frontier thesis” the “safety valve” thesis. Anyone living in the Gilded Age, an era driven by steam power, would have appreciated the metaphor. Steam was a tremendous force—indispensably useful when properly managed, but catastrophically explosive when it was not. For this reason, all steam devices were equipped with a safety valve to relieve pent-up pressure before it became dangerous. In Turner’s formulation, the frontier had served as a “safety valve” for the relentless energy of Americans. Now that this outlet was closed, where would the nation’s expansionist drive find release? Turner predicted that Americans would be impelled to undertake imperialist ventures overseas. Whether or not the frontier/safety valve thesis truly explains why the 1890s were indeed an era of American imperialism, the Spanish-American War (1898), the annexation of Hawaii (1898), the Hay-Bunau-Varilla (Panama Canal Zone) Treaty (1903), and the Roosevelt Corollary to the Monroe Doctrine (1904) pushed American national interest beyond U.S. borders. This, too, is a legacy of the Gilded Age.
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ABOUT NINE O’CLOCK ON THE EVENING OF SUNDAY, OCTOBER 8, 1871, fire broke out in or near a barn belonging to the O’Leary family on Chicago’s Near South Side. With astonishing speed, a conflagration tore through the city’s masses of wood-frame buildings, and by Tuesday, almost four square miles (10 km2) of the city lay in charred ruins, at least 300 lives had been lost, and 100,000 Chicagoans out of a population of some 300,000 were homeless.


In at least one way, the Great Chicago Fire was the best thing that ever happened to a city widely condemned as a blighted example of careless, ramshackle growth, spurred by the industrialization of the Midwest. A “Great Rebuilding” followed the fire, and, fortunately for the city and the nation, Chicago drew on a cadre of remarkably forward-looking architects, including William Le Baron Jenney, John Wellborn Root, Louis Sullivan, and Dankmar Adler. These and others introduced the skyscraper, a distinctive American building type, to world architecture, along with the radically innovative steel-cage construction that made it possible. What is more, the work of these individuals was set in the context of a great modern urban-design plan masterminded by Daniel Burnham. Chicago thus became a showcase of unique and uniquely influential American architecture, arrayed along the magnificent shore of Lake Michigan.


A phoenix risen from the ashes, post-fire Chicago came to symbolize the creative energy that was as much a part of the Gilded Age as all its excess, conflict, and corruption. The innovative buildings were of a piece with American innovation in areas of applied technology. Alexander Graham Bell patented his telephone in 1876 and Thomas Edison filed for a patent on his incandescent electric light in 1879 (awarded in 1880). From these developed two national and global economic and technological networks, the telephonic communication network and the electrical power grid. Other inventors, including George Westinghouse and Nikola Tesla, further established electricity as the basis of a whole new mode of civilization, and both industry and markets grew in ways unimagined before the Civil War.
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A Gilded Age vision of the American city as a New World utopia—the World’s Columbian Exposition of 1893 in Chicago. Most of the magnificent structures were built of “staff,” a cheap concoction of plaster of Paris, cement, and a few other materials intended for the erection of temporary buildings and monuments.





There was an explosion of commerce in the high-tech Gilded Age, and consumerism rose as the principal driver of the American economy. Great department stores opened in New York, Philadelphia, and Chicago, along with humbler “five-and-dime” stores in towns and cities across the nation. Rural America was served by new catalog-based mail-order enterprises introduced by Montgomery Ward (1872) and Richard Warren Sears (1888). Despite growing income inequality, consumerism in the Gilded Age was the product of a rising middle class, and it shaped both personal economic aspirations and politics. The mass of Americans had entered the Gilded Age as seekers of nothing more or less than the means of sustenance. Before they emerged from the era, they were dedicated consumers. As the nation crossed the threshold of the twentieth century, the products and the iconography of corporate America vied for mindshare with the traditional patriotic symbols of the republic itself.


This new American materialism was reflected in the art, literature, and philosophy of the era. In American literature, the decade prior to the Civil War—the 1850s—is often called the American Renaissance. It was an intense literary period that saw the rise of some of the nation’s greatest authors and poets, including Ralph Waldo Emerson, Henry David Thoreau, Nathaniel Hawthorne, Herman Melville, Walt Whitman, and Emily Dickinson. Although they grappled with the realities of American life and life in general, they shared a certain romantic, often idealistic and even spiritual vision. The subsequent generation of post–Civil War authors, who came to dominate the Gilded Age, had a harder edge to their outlook. Such writers as Mark Twain—who gave the era its name—William Dean Howells, Henry James, Edith Wharton, and Hamlin Garland were unapologetically immersed in the material realities around them. Those who entered the literary arena toward the end of the era, including Stephen Crane, Kate Chopin, Frank Norris, and Theodore Dreiser, took the materialism to a more radical level, developing a distinctly American version of what such novelists as Honoré de Balzac, Gustave Flaubert, and Emile Zola had created in France. It was called naturalism, and it brought to literary realism the cool, sometimes brutal, rigor of scientific observation. Whereas the pre–Civil War generation had focused on spirit, the first writers of the Gilded Age concentrated on the material surface of things, and the later writers went even further. They clawed beneath the surface in search of the operation of natural law, a force indifferent to the sensibilities and sufferings of humanity. These writers produced memorable, dynamic, amoral, and even shocking characters as they delved into the phenomena of corruption, vice, disease, poverty, racism, and social violence.
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Mark Twain, second from left, celebrates his seventieth birthday in 1905 at New York’s famed Delmonico’s restaurant. With him (from left) are children’s book author Kate Douglas Wiggin, his close friend Reverend Joseph Twichell, Canadian poet Bliss Carmen, authors Ruth Stuart and Mary Wilkins Freeman, author Henry M. Alden, and industrialist Henry H. Rogers.





The intellectually and morally challenging aspects of Gilded Age literature were matched by the emergence of a fresh vision in American visual arts. Painters such as John Singer Sargent specialized in the splendors of high society, whereas Mary Cassatt absorbed French Impressionist influences and turned them into a unique vision of domesticity. Others took visual art in bolder directions. Thomas Eakins and Winslow Homer developed intense, even dark, visions of the world around them with an aesthetic that sometimes paralleled the literary naturalists. James McNeill Whistler had ideas different from Singer and Cassatt as well as from Eakins and Homer. He sought to reclaim art for itself—“art for art’s sake”—by producing what he called “compositions,” which were to be appreciated less as renderings of external reality than as new creations that deserved to take their place in the world in their own right and on their own merits. Whistler opened the door, albeit just a crack, to abstract as well as the nonrepresentational art of the mid- and late twentieth century.


The technology, enterprise, architecture, literature, and visual art of the Gilded Age created a legacy of a new and distinctly American “realism.” It has proved to be enduring and deep, rather than superficial or “gilded.” For all the undeniable moral and physical ugliness of the era, the period from the end of the Civil War to the opening of the twentieth century produced some of the greatest intellectual and aesthetic monuments of American civilization. We need to appreciate these works, just as we need to accept that it was the injustice, exploitation, excess, and corruption of the Gilded Age that provoked and incited a generation of American reformers to launch the Progressive movement.


Acknowledge though we must that the Gilded Age is justifiably synonymous with political corruption, we must further recognize that this view, by itself, is far too simplistic and far too narrow. Still, there is truth in it, and the greatest political scandal of the many that characterized the era was the “stolen election” of 1876, in which Democratic Party leadership agreed to concede the disputed outcome of the presidential contest between Samuel Tilden and Republican Rutherford B. Hayes in exchange for Hayes’s pledge to end the regime of post–Civil War Reconstruction throughout the South. Duly installed in the White House in 1877, Hayes kept his pledge, and African Americans were thereby relegated to persecution and second-class citizenship throughout the former Confederacy. While this situation endured until the civil rights movement of the 1960s, the Gilded Age itself produced foundational reforms in racial justice, including ratification of the Fourteenth Amendment (1868) and the Fifteenth Amendment (1870), as well as the Civil Rights Act of 1875 and the founding of the Tuskegee Institute in 1881.


The Gilded Age also saw the revolt of many American women against social marginalization and forcible confinement to the domestic sphere. This rebellion laid the foundation for what would emerge as the “women’s movement” nearly a hundred years later. Indeed, the last quarter of the nineteenth century saw the rise of what some have called a “maternal commonwealth” of female reformers and female-led reforms. These ranged from the full flowering of the temperance movement, to the ongoing struggle for women’s voting and property rights, to relief and uplift of the poor. The latter was embodied most dramatically by the settlement house movement organized by Jane Addams, who founded Chicago’s Hull House in 1889. The maternal commonwealth unfolded within the context of the changing roles of women of all socioeconomic levels during the Gilded Age. Although feminist leadership was drawn chiefly from the upper, upper-middle, and so-called educated classes during the era, the rank and file of the growing movement was drawn from laboring women, both married and single.
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Stereograph photo of President Theodore Roosevelt promoting the expansion of the U.S. Navy in a 1902 speech at Haverhill, Massachusetts.





As a political movement, Progressivism developed in opposition to the apparent triumph of an oligarchic class and an unholy alliance between government and big business in an unapologetic orgy of crony capitalism. Not since the American Revolution was an American political movement so thoroughly joined and led by nonpoliticians. It was crusading journalists, novelists, educators, philosophers, social scientists, and all-around activists who inspired reform among the political class. In the end, however, it was a great politician and political leader, Theodore Roosevelt, who finally transformed the Gilded Age into the Progressive era, the heyday of which overlapped the Gilded Age and went beyond it, spanning roughly 1890 to 1920. In one way or another, Progressivism endured to both influence and infuse American civilization through two world wars, the Great Depression, and the liberal movements of the 1960s. Today, as we embark upon what many are already calling a Second Gilded Age, it remains to be seen whether a new Progressivism will reemerge into political relevance.
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A panoramic chromolithograph of the 1876 Philadelphia Centennial Exposition, built in the city’s Fairmount Park—then and now one of the largest urban parks in the United States.
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PEOPLE AND THINGS




“Never before have the achievements of the industrial arts, the fine arts, and the sciences generally, shone with such lustre as gilds this epoch of the nineteenth century.”


—J. S. INGRAM, THE CENTENNIAL EXPOSITION, DESCRIBED AND ILLUSTRATED (1876)1
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The cover of Frank Leslie’s Illustrated historical register of the Centennial Exposition of 1876. Columbia, goddess of Liberty (symbolizing America in red, white, and blue) reveals to figures representing Europe, Asia, and Africa (plus a submissively kneeling Native American) the wonders of American industry, commerce, and government, on display at the exposition.























[image: ]



CHAPTER 1


CENTENNIAL


It was officially called the International Exhibition of Arts, Manufactures, and Products of the Soil and Mine and was accurately billed as the first American “world’s fair.” Unofficially, it was known simply as the “Centennial,” a title that reflected its origin in an idea presented to the mayor of Philadelphia in 1866 by John L. Campbell, a science professor at Wabash College in Crawfordsville, Indiana. He wanted to celebrate a hundred years of American progress on the hundredth anniversary of the Declaration of Independence, the founding document composed, debated, and adopted in Philadelphia’s premier landmark, Independence Hall.1


Was the exhibition to be a patriotically pious, backward-looking centennial commemoration or a forward-leaning celebration of an American materialist utopia, an orgy of “Arts, Manufactures, and Products” versus a “Centennial”? From its inception, the Philadelphia exposition embodied two opposing purposes and visions. Campbell, a physicist with an interest in electricity, found a ready sponsor in Philadelphia’s esteemed museum of science and technology, the Franklin Institute. Other early supporters, including members of the city’s Republican political machine, were more interested in promoting Philadelphia’s central role in the nation’s founding.2 Both purposes drove the exhibition throughout its six-month run, and because it was simultaneously forward-looking and backward-looking, the Philadelphia Centennial provides a convenient portal by which we may enter the Gilded Age—an intense era of anxiety and uncertainty masked by blithe self-confidence. It was marked both by a longing for golden days gone by and by rapacious visions of a glittering future shaped by the thoroughly tamed forces of science, industry, finance, and empire. As the “Publisher’s Preface” to The Centennial Exposition, Described and Illustrated crooned, “Never before have the achievements of the industrial arts, the fine arts, and the sciences generally, shone with such lustre as gilds this epoch of the nineteenth century. Being the fruits of prosperity and peace, and in our case certainly due in no small measure to the high civilization which our glorious institutions secure, they will be specially memorable to the American people.”3


At a door-stopping 770 pages, The Centennial Exposition was no mere souvenir pamphlet, but an exhaustive description of the exposition, kicked off by a recitation of the historical context in which it appeared, starting with “The Exhibitions of Imperial Rome” and “The International Fairs of the Middle Ages” and going up to “The Vienna Exposition of 1873.” All of this preamble was to show off the Philadelphia display as “the grandest and most complete” of all, the “largest in area, widest in scope, and the most numerously attended of all its predecessors,” from ancient Rome onward.4
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No flimsy souvenir, this guide to the Centennial Exposition was a hefty 770 pages and placed the Philadelphia fair in company with the “Exhibitions of Imperial Rome,” among others.





The exposition tome describes the “principal buildings … erected for the Centennial Exhibition, beginning with the Main Building (with a floor space of 21.47 acres [8.6 ha] and a cost of $1.6 million), the Machinery Hall (1,402 x 360 feet [427 x 110m], built at a cost of $792,000), the Agricultural Hall (540 x 820 feet [165 x 250m], $300,000), and the Horticultural Hall (383 x 193 feet [117 x 59m], $252,937). “The most imposing and substantial of all the Exhibition structures,” however, “was Memorial Hall [1.5 acres (0.6 ha)], built at a cost of $1,500,000 by the State of Pennsylvania and the city of Philadelphia.” Here were displays of traditional fine art as well as “engraving and lithography, photography, industrial and architectural designs, models and decorations, ceramic and vitreous works, and mosaic and inlaid executions.” The exhibition also featured a U.S. government building and, last though presumably not least, the Women’s Pavilion, “originated and paid for by the women of America, and devoted to the exclusive exhibition of the products of woman’s art, skill and industry.”5


In all, the Centennial occupied 285 acres (114 ha) of Philadelphia’s Fairmount Park. A massive Corliss engine, powered by steam, was not only the most popular attraction in Machinery Hall—perhaps even in the entire fair—but was also the source of power for the Centennial.6 In addition, Machinery Hall also exhibited a dazzling array of highly specialized, American-manufactured, American-patented devices, from the mundane to the magnificent, including, the “Little Wonder” mechanical embroidery machine, shoe- and boot-making machines, large picture frames made by machines, sewing machines by Howe and by Singer, a machine for rifling gun barrels, type-casting machines for printing, the Lockwood Envelope Machine for “making envelopes by the million,” gumming and folding machines for envelopes, lathes for fancy wood turning, silk-weaving machines, a giant grapple dredge for excavation, a pile driver powered by gunpowder, glue and other products made from industrial waste products, “florists’ goods,” decorative gas fittings, a sugarcane mill, a hydraulic cotton press, a pin-making machine, a wallpaper printer, a machine for cutting gears, a vacuum pan to clarify sugar, a steam-driven “tailor” to manufacture pants and other clothing, a giant stone and ore crusher, an “Archimedean brick-making machine,” railroad car wheels, a Nevada quartz mill, a diamond stone saw, a diamond drill, a shingle-cutting machine, a belt-making tool, a band saw, a display of steam locomotives, Gatling guns, the Campbell rotary printing press, an exhibit of gold pens, an array of hardware and cutlery, screws, hand files and rasps, and a catalog of chemicals of all kinds and for all purposes. Fire engines were exhibited in abundance, as were hoisting apparatus, weighing machines, scroll saws, and adjustable miter machines. Rutland marble from Vermont, slate, Japanese paperware, and terra-cotta ware were all on display. Druggists’ and perfumers’ glassware could be seen, along with soda water fountains, “telegraphic apparatus,” an electromagnetic mallet, and an electric burglar alarm.7
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The great Corliss engine, apotheosis of the American age of steam power, was manufactured in Providence, Rhode Island. Not only was it the most popular attraction in Machinery Hall, but it provided the power for the entire exposition.
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This stereograph shows the Main Building of the Philadelphia Exposition as viewed “From South East Tower Looking N. E.”





And so it went, exhibit after exhibit, with exhibitors demonstrating “their processes of manufacturing while also offering their products for sale.”8


Beyond the glorification of innovation, technology, sheer productivity, and the evocation of a paradise for consumers, two additional elements figured prominently in the Centennial. The first was a celebration of consumer goods and their consumption. The second was “a desire to forgive and forget the Civil War.”9



[image: ]

Housed in the Main Building, whose west end is depicted in this lithograph, was a dazzling array of manufactured goods, most of them produced by American factories.
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WANAMAKER’S


Among the initial backers of the world’s fair was John Wanamaker, proprietor of Oak Hall, a Philadelphia men’s clothing store he founded with his brother-in-law in 1861, near Franklin Square. In 1876, Wanamaker relocated to the cavernous and lavishly ornate former terminal of the Pennsylvania Railroad. He renovated it, fitting out the building in the manner of two European precursors of the modern department store, Les Halles in Paris and the Royal Exchange in London. Wanamaker opened his “Grand Depot” just in time for the start of the Centennial. With its impressive size, vast interior spaces, and eccentric Moorish façade, Wanamaker’s emporium was a monument to emerging American consumerism and was also a building that fit right into the world’s fair cityscape. From a central circular counter, 129 counters radiated, each thickly laden with merchandise.


In 1876, the great iron network of American railroads was a symbol of limitless energy harnessed for industry, commerce, and the freedom of high-speed travel. How fitting, then, that Wanamaker transformed a great railway station into the Grand Depot, a veritable cathedral of consumerism. While the building was repurposed rather than new, Wanamaker made it a center of unique innovation in retailing. He commissioned advertisements so special that they were copyrighted (completely unheard of in advertising at the time) as well as rigorously factual (nearly unheard of among Wanamaker’s contemporaries). Everything the Grand Depot sold was guaranteed in print, money back. Wanamaker even invented the price tag, which meant that customers no longer had to ask a cashier or a floorwalker about the cost of a contemplated purchase. Not only did the price tag increase transparency, it avoided potential embarrassment, helped make the sale, and subtly yet certainly discouraged time-consuming haggling. It was not that Wanamaker wanted to reduce contact between his employees and customers. On the contrary, he hired his personnel selectively and with great care. Criteria for a successful hire included appearance, poise, and courtesy. In an era in which workers were often driven, pushed, and even abused, Wanamaker paid top dollar, insisted that managers treat every employee with the utmost respect, created the John Wanamaker Commercial Institute (where employees could develop their retail skills), offered free medical care, and even maintained profit-sharing and pension plans. The innovative approach to human resources extended to technology as well. In 1878, the Grand Depot became the first department store to be lit electrically, and, a year later, it was the first to install telephones. To improve efficiency in the store’s grand spaces, Wanamaker set up a system of pneumatic tubes to move cash, receipts, and other documents from sales floor to back offices.


The spectacular Grand Depot turned out to be but an overture to something yet more grand, the two-million-square-foot (185,800 m2), twelve-story Wanamaker’s, completed in 1910 on the site of the Grand Depot building. It would be a literal cathedral of commerce, complete with a 28,000-pipe organ. The store is still a much-visited landmark today.
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The Gilded Age saw the transformation of America from a nation of modest shoppers at the local general store to a country of consumers catered to by a new institution: the department store. Wanamaker’s, in Philadelphia, was among the first such emporiums—and a prelude to much greater cathedrals of commerce to come.









A HEALING GESTURE



The final element of the 1876 Centennial was a gesture rather than an exhibition. Those who staged the fair arranged for a grand meeting of one-time enemies—former Union and former Confederate soldiers—in Philadelphia, site of the nation’s birth and, thanks to the exposition, epicenter of Gilded Age progress. In the planning of the Centennial, former Union generals, including Philadelphia native and Gettysburg victor George Gordon Meade, were awarded all the important positions on the United States Centennial Committee. Singled out for special honors during the opening ceremony were none other than William Tecumseh Sherman, Philip Sheridan, and Winfield Scott Hancock—with President Ulysses S. Grant officiating. Yet Confederate veterans were prominently featured among the ten thousand Civil War soldiers who paraded through the streets of Philadelphia on July 4, 1876. A special unit of troops from the thirteen original states were put under the joint command of former Union and Confederate generals as the Centennial Legion, and the former First Virginia Artillery, whose members had fought in every major Eastern Theater battle from First Bull Run to Five Forks and Sayler’s Creek, marched by Independence Hall while its band played “Dixie.”10
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Although faded, this stereograph suggests the immensity and excitement of the opening ceremony of the 1876 Centennial Exposition, which sought to heal the nation a decade after the Civil War by inviting both Union and Confederate veterans to march in an opening parade.





The Centennial was not only the first world’s fair staged in the United States, it was also unique not only in its message of commemoration and innovation, but of national healing. Watching Union and Confederate march together in a city sacred to the nation’s birth, an observer could be forgiven for thinking that the Civil War was finally over, eleven years after Appomattox. Yet this closing chord of the celebration was not quite pitched in a triumphal major key. One month after the Centennial closed, the most closely contested presidential election in American history took place.


DEMOCRACY


November 7, 1876, was election night, and Lucy Hayes, wife of Ohio governor and Republican presidential candidate Rutherford B. Hayes, busied herself serving refreshments. She smiled, struggling to put the best face on what looked to be the certain defeat of her husband at the hands of Democrat Samuel Tilden. A parade of downcast politicos shuffled in and out of the gas-lit parlor of the governor’s Columbus home. The family’s closest friends remained, waiting, fidgeting, nervous until the final late-evening returns, which suggested that even the vote count from Ohio was not breaking the governor’s way. At this discouraging news, Lucy kissed her husband, pleaded a headache, and climbed the stairs to their bedroom.11


In contrast to his somber guests, Governor Hayes appeared composed, even cheerful. Back in June, at the Republican National Convention in Cincinnati, he hadn’t thought he stood a chance against Speaker of the House James G. Blaine. Hayes, solid and modest, paled beside the inexhaustibly orotund Gilded Age speechifying that gushed forth from the celebrated “Plumed Knight.” It was a sobriquet bestowed by orator Robert G. Ingersoll, who nominated him at the Republican National Convention. “Like an armed warrior,” Ingersoll declaimed, “like a plumed knight, James G. Blaine marched down the halls of the American Congress and threw his shining lance full and fair against the brazen foreheads of the defamers of his country and maligners of his honor.”




“Hayes had to admit to himself that no one would ever think of making a speech like that about him.”





Hayes had to admit to himself that no one would ever think of making a speech like that about him. True, he had served his nation bravely in the Civil War, and his governorship was free from the taint of scandal—no mean feat in the outrageously corrupt years of the Ulysses S. Grant administration. There was even a trace of outright reform about Hayes, but, mostly, he was careful to offend no one, and his overriding self-restraint bathed him in the bland light of harmless irrelevance. In the convention’s first ballot, Hayes, not surprisingly, ran fifth in a field of six. After four more ballots, Hayes made a significant gain on the fifth. Yet he still trailed Blaine, as well as others. The sixth ballot threw more votes Hayes’s way, but Blaine gained as well. And so, as polling for the seventh ballot began, supporters of Rutherford Hayes held out little hope for their candidate.
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James G. Blaine, speaker of the House—hailed as “a plumed knight” who “threw his shining lance … against the brazen foreheads of the defamers of his country”—lost the 1876 Republican nomination for president to dark horse candidate Rutherford B. Hayes.





Despite its appetite for the fiery and the florid, the Gilded Age ultimately preferred its politics lightly seasoned, bland, even flavorless. For politicians on the make, there is a certain virtue in harmless irrelevance. By ballot seven, the Ohio governor began to look like an increasingly attractive prospect. After all, the Plumed Knight had recently been accused of having received $64,000 from the Union Pacific Railroad in return for worthless Little Rock & Fort Smith Railroad bonds. It was common knowledge that, as speaker of the house, Blaine was in an excellent position to help the UPRR, and, amid the cigar smoke of the waning evening, the whiff of scandal began to stink. As for the other prospective nominees, each had significant drawbacks. Oliver P. Morton of Indiana was ailing and, in any case, far too radical on the subject of Reconstruction, which meant that nobody anywhere close to the Mason-Dixon line would ever vote for him. New York boss Roscoe Conkling? He could barely walk for pants pockets bulging heavily with the spoils of Grant-era patronage and favor buying. There was always Benjamin H. Bristow, President Grant’s current secretary of the treasury. His problem, however, was that the Republican machine, not to mention President Grant himself, despised him ever since he had exposed the infamous Whiskey Ring, a band of corrupt schemers who used U.S. revenue agents—the officials charged with enforcing the federal excise tax on liquor—to extort campaign funds from distillers. The final nominee, Pennsylvania governor John F. Hartranft, had done nothing wrong (or right, for that matter), but he was guilty of being from Pennsylvania. Since any Republican candidate would carry that staunchly Republican state, why waste a valuable nomination on Hartranft in an election predicted to be a close one?


As polling on the seventh ballot proceeded, the Indiana delegation chairman suddenly withdrew Morton’s name and bestowed 25 of his state’s votes on Hayes. Next, Kentucky withdrew Bristow from the race and gave Hayes all 24 of its votes. Buckling under the burden of scandal, the candidacy of Conkling could not hold onto a sufficient number of New York votes to prevail. Conkling had to settle for taking revenge on his personal and political enemy Blaine, who had once mocked what he called his “turkey-gobbler strut.” Roscoe Conkling persuaded his state’s delegation to cast 61 votes for Hayes, leaving only a die-hard 9 for Blaine.
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The Republican National Convention of 1876 was rife with mediocre candidates who, typical of the period, stirred no enthusiasm and were tinged with corruption. In this cartoon, the whole group of potential nominees are tossed into a hopper: “Who’ll come out first?”





Blaine, however, was not easy to eliminate. Pennsylvania, with 58 votes, was his native state. But that state’s Hartranft champions withdrew their support from him and split their vote—30 to Blaine, 28 to Hayes—and when the polling was finally completed at 5:30 in the afternoon of June 16, Hayes had won his party’s nomination by a scant 5 votes. With that, he took on Governor Samuel J. Tilden, a conservative—or so-called Bourbon—Democrat, who had the support of the corrupt Tammany Hall Democratic machine, yet remained untouched by scandal himself. Tilden’s ability to live in two worlds—conservative yet able to work with party bosses—made him a formidable contender, and Hayes consistently predicted that the odds were against him because the Democrats would resort to crime and bribery in the North and intimidation in the Reconstruction-era South to get their man into the White House. On Election Day, Hayes told a demonstrably optimistic well-wisher, “I still think that Democratic chances [are] the best,” and when the news reached him after midnight that Tilden would probably carry New York City by 50,000 votes, Hayes ushered the last of his guests out the door and joined his wife in bed. The couple consoled one another with the shared thought that defeat would at least make their lives simpler, and they “soon fell into a refreshing sleep and the affair seemed over.”




“I still think that Democratic chances [are] the best.”


—RUTHERFORD B. HAYES ON ELECTION DAY





DAN SICKLES: A MAN FOR A GILDED AGE


As Hayes lay beside his wife in Columbus, at least one of his supporters, Daniel E. Sickles, was wide awake in New York City. He had spent the evening not in Republican National Committee Headquarters, but at the theater followed by a late supper. Only now, on his way home, did he drop by the all-but-deserted party headquarters. His lower leg, shattered by a cannonball at the Battle of Gettysburg, had been amputated in a field hospital. Sickles never quite relinquished the leg, however, but instead donated it to an army medical museum, where he is said to have visited it frequently. Now he settled into a chair. Taking the weight off his prosthetic limb, rubbing his knee, Sickles studied the returns.12


At first glance, the numbers seemed incontrovertible—final. The returns gave Tilden New York, New Jersey, Connecticut, Indiana, and the entire South. This meant that Samuel J. Tilden was the next president of the United States by a plurality of at least 250,000 popular votes and 203 electoral votes (185 being required for victory). But if Dan Sickles had learned anything from his own life, it is that very few things are truly incontrovertible and final.


For example, there was what he had done at the Battle of Gettysburg. A major general of volunteers, Sickles didn’t like the sector that George Meade, commanding general of the Army of the Potomac, had assigned him along Cemetery Ridge. Without asking, he impulsively advanced his III Corps to Houck’s Ridge and the Peach Orchard northwest of the two hills known as Big and Little Roundtop. This blunder not only exposed III Corps to attack, but laid bare the left flank of the entire Army of the Potomac. Confederate major general John Bell Hood hit Sickles hard through an area called the Devil’s Den, and started caving in the Union’s flank. Had it not been for the heroic intervention of the battle-battered 20th Maine, commanded by Colonel Joshua Lawrence Chamberlain, Gettysburg would almost certainly have been lost by the North and, with it, very likely, the Civil War. Had this happened, the finger of blame would have pointed with incontrovertible finality at Daniel Edgar Sickles.13



[image: ]

Daniel Sickles: serial philanderer, cuckold, murderer, Union general who almost single-handedly lost the Battle of Gettysburg, and a political fixer who masterminded the “corrupt bargain” by which the GOP stole the election of 1876.





But Chamberlain, months earlier a mild-mannered professor of rhetoric at Maine’s Bowdoin College and a most unlikely military hero, led an even more unlikely charge against the Rebel attackers—unlikely because he was not only outnumbered, but also clean out of ammunition. Nevertheless, the day was saved, giving Sickles an opportunity to catch a cannonball in the leg, lose that leg, and be deemed a hero instead of face a court-martial. In 1893, he would even be awarded a Medal of Honor for the action.


If few expected heroism from a Joshua Chamberlain, no one had looked for it from Dan Sickles. A notorious boozer and womanizer, he was the target of official complaints that he had turned every one of his headquarters into a cross between a brothel and barroom. Of course, some people didn’t complain about this at all. Agnes Leclerc, a Baltimorean who had starred in the circus as a trick rider before marrying Austrian Prince Felix zu Salm-Salm (he served as colonel of the 8th New York Regiment), recalled the festivities at a Sickles encampment near Washington in the winter of 1863:




I especially remember [a party] given by General Sickles, in a hall improvised from canvas by uniting a dozen or more large hospital tents in a convenient manner.


This immense tent was decorated inside and outside with flags, garlands, flowers and Chinese lamps in great profusion, and offered a fairy-like aspect. The supper laid under the tent for about two hundred persons, ladies and gentlemen, could not have been better in Paris, for the famous Delmonico from New York had come himself to superintend the repast, and brought with him his kitchen aides and batteries, and immense quantities of the choicest provisions and delicacies, together with plate and silver, and whatever was required to make one forget that it was a camp supper. The wines and liquors were in correspondence with the rest, and no less, I suppose, the bill to be paid.14





Indeed, few had expected that a man like Sickles would ever receive a brigadier’s commission in the Union Army. But, then, he had friends in high places. Abraham Lincoln personally nominated him for a commission in September 1861, and the Senate indignantly rejected it. Lincoln caused some arms to be twisted and forced through a second nomination. Still, “a man like Sickles” was decidedly not the kind of man expected to ally himself with prim, proper, and blandly moderate Rutherford B. Hayes. President Andrew Johnson appointed Sickles military governor of the Carolinas after the war, but removed him because of the sadistic zeal with which he carried out the policies of Reconstruction. In 1869, under President Grant, he became U.S. minister (ambassador) to Spain, but was forced to resign in 1873 because he had become romantically involved with Isabella II, the deposed queen of that country.


And these were the least of his scandals. The first and most spectacular occurred two years before the Civil War, on February 27, 1859. The nation’s newspapers would dub it the “Washington Tragedy.” Although Sickles’s career began well before the Gilded Age, he developed into an exuberant caricature of Gilded Age moral and political excess. Born October 20, 1819, in New York City, an only child, he was spoiled rotten—truly rotten. Educated in private schools, he attended New York University, obtained a law degree, and quickly concluded that his opportunities for greatest advancement lay in politics. He struck up acquaintances with movers and shakers like droopy-eyed, droopy-mouthed lawyer, labor activist, and future Civil War general Benjamin Butler, who switched political parties whenever the spirit moved him, and with former president Martin Van Buren. It was such connections that ushered Sickles into Tammany Hall, the New York political machine, which won him election to the state legislature in 1847.


For the next few years, young Sickles earned a reputation as a man about town, never hesitating to push the envelope of propriety by frequently appearing in company with Fanny White, a notorious bordello madam. In 1852 at the age of thirty-three, he suddenly married Teresa Bagioli, pretty, pregnant, and sixteen years old. If this created even the whiff of scandal, in the corrupt era of Tammany Hall, it hardly mattered. The very next year, Sickles was named corporation council of the city of New York, the top lawyer in the city government. When James Buchanan, future president of the United States, was appointed ambassador to the Court of St. James’s (the diplomatic title of the ambassadorship to the United Kingdom), Sickles pulled strings to obtain an appointment as his assistant, and he and Teresa were off to London. There they both became intimate friends of Ambassador Buchanan.


At length, Teresa grew to dislike England, and Sickles obliged her by returning to Tammany Hall. Uncharacteristically, he challenged the city bosses by championing the idea of transforming a large, shabby swath of Manhattan, occupied mostly by shanties and ramshackle farmhouses, into a magnificent city park. Central Park would be Dan Sickles’s enduring legacy to his hometown. (He also hoped it would prove a real estate bonanza for himself, but that dream came to nothing.)


In 1856, the year voters elected James Buchanan president, they sent Sickles to Congress. He and Teresa rented a house on Lafayette Square, in the shadow of the White House, and the couple soon cut dashing figures in Washington social circles. Harper’s Weekly Magazine proclaimed “Mr. and Mrs. Sickles … universal favorites; nowhere is there a more refined or generous welcome,” and the New York Herald noted that Teresa Sickles’s receptions were “always attended by the most presentable people in town.” Among these was President Buchanan, of course, and one Philip Barton Key, a man of smooth wit and incredibly good looks.


Key was the son of Francis Scott Key, a prominent lawyer who served as district attorney in Washington from 1833 to 1841. During that time, he unsuccessfully prosecuted a would-be assassin of President Andrew Jackson, but lost to a defense attorney who, for the first time in an American court, successfully argued innocence by reason of insanity. Of course, Francis Scott Key is today far more famous for the verses he penned while he was detained on a British warship in Baltimore Harbor during the War of 1812. Key watched through the night as the British bombarded Fort McHenry, September 13–14, 1814, and, at dawn’s early light, saw that the “Star-Spangled Banner” yet waved. Set to an old English tavern tune, Key’s poem enjoyed immediate popularity and eventually became our national anthem.
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Philip Barton Key (top), prominent Washington attorney, man about town, and son of the author of “The Star-Spangled Banner,” slept with Daniel Sickles’s wife, Teresa Bagioli (bottom), and paid for it with his life.





Philip Barton Key studied law in Annapolis and, by means of his father’s connections, became a prominent lawyer in Washington. By 1859, Key had three children of his own and was a highly eligible widower, his wife having died four years earlier. The combination of his social prominence, charming conversation, physical appeal, and widower status made him a sought-after dinner guest, and he was frequently at the table of Dan and Teresa Sickles. Sickles used his own influence to obtain political appointments for Key, and, like other busy congressmen, on more than one occasion he tapped Key to escort his wife to events he could not attend himself.


Between Philip Key and Teresa Sickles a friendship developed, which ripened into romance. The two were seen together more and more frequently. Eventually, Key began visiting Teresa alone in the Sickles house on Lafayette Square. At first they made love in the parlor of that house, but soon Teresa was stopping by the shabby apartment Key had rented on a squalid block that neither Dan Sickles nor anyone of his social station would be likely to stumble upon. The couple worked out a system. Key would take a window seat at his gentleman’s club on Lafayette Square, which afforded a view of the Sickles house. When Teresa was ready to meet him at the apartment, she would signal with a scarf from the second-story window of the house. Key carried opera glasses in his coat, the better to watch for the signal. Key would then go to the apartment and hang a ribbon or string out the window to indicate that he was waiting.


Their assignations continued over the course of several months. For whatever reasons—perhaps he was simply absorbed in the hectic business of a nation on the verge of civil war, perhaps he himself was involved elsewhere, or perhaps he was just that thick—Sickles remained unsuspecting. Then, on February 24, a letter arrived at his Capitol office. Its author, known only by initials, has never been identified:
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Dear sir with deep regret I enclose to your address the few lines but an indispensable duty compels me so to do seeing that you are greatly imposed upon. There is a fellow I may say for he is not a gentleman by any means by the [name] of Philip Barton Key & I believe the district attorney who rents a house of a negro man by the name of Jno. A Gray situated on 15th Street btw’n K & L streets for no purpose than to meet your wife Mrs. Sickles. He hangs a string out of the window as a signal to her that he is in and leaves the door unfastened and she walks in and sir I do assure you he has as much the use of your wife as you have. With these few hints I leave the rest for you to imagine.


Most Respfly [sic] Your friend R. P. G.
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For months, Sickles had heard rumors, and, for months, he dismissed them as rumors. But this letter was different. It named names, and it gave an address. The lawyer in Dan Sickles recognized evidence when he saw it. He asked his closest friend, Samuel Butterworth, to make some inquiries in the neighborhood of 15th Street between K and L. Butterworth reported that the rumors were all too true.


Sickles tumbled into profound depression, then reemerged just as quickly in fury. He stormed at his wife, who, terrified, wrote out a full confession on Saturday, February 26: “a true statement, written by myself, without any inducement held out by Mr. Sickles of forgiveness or reward, and without any menace from him. This I have written with my bed-room door open, and my maid and child in the adjoining room, at half past eight o’clock in the evening. Miss Ridgely is in the house, within call.” On Sunday, Sickles invited Butterworth to his house on Lafayette Square. As the two talked, Sickles caught a glimpse of Key coming out of the gentleman’s club across the square. In court, Butterworth swore that he left the Sickles house, ran into Key without planning to, and engaged him in conversation about the health of a mutual friend who happened to be a club member. Newspaper reports, however, claimed that Sickles had purposely sent his friend out to detain Key while he armed himself.


It was a mild day for February, more early spring than late winter, and many people strolled the square in front of the White House. All the witnesses agree: Butterworth and Key were talking when a third man, Congressman Daniel Sickles, ran up to them and shouted. Butterworth reported the words as these: “Key, you scoundrel, you have dishonored my house—you must die!”


With that, Sickles drew a revolver and fired. It is uncertain whether Sickles missed or the weapon misfired. Key’s reaction was to rush Sickles as if to tackle him. But the congressman stepped back, drew a second pistol, and leveled it. Key backed away, taking, as he did so, something out of his pocket. He threw the object at Sickles.


It was a pair of opera glasses.


The congressman stepped toward Key and fired again. Key recoiled with the impact, staggered, then fell.


“Don’t shoot me!” he cried, belatedly.


Sickles took out a third pistol, walked over to the now prostrate Philip Barton Key, and shouted—according to Butterworth’s testimony—“You villain! You have dishonored my house, and you must die!”


He fired a third time, shooting Key in the chest, mortally wounding him. Some witnesses say he tried to fire a fourth or even fifth time. Butterworth, however, testified that, after shot number three, he took his friend by the arm and advised him either to walk up 16th Street to the home of the attorney general and turn himself in there or go back to his own house and wait for the police. Still other witnesses claimed that Sickles pressed yet another gun to Key’s head, but apparently did not fire it. All witnesses agreed that Sickles and Butterworth walked off together, and that Butterworth turned back to where Key lay and retrieved the hurled opera glasses. The two friends then called on the attorney general, to whom Sickles surrendered himself.
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“Homicide of P. Barton Key by Hon. Daniel E. Sickles, at Washington, on Sunday, February 27, 1859.” The murder stirred less public outrage than the murderer’s willingness to take his wife back.





Sickles was jailed, comfortably enough, not in a cell, but in the apartment of the DC head jailer, there to await trial amid an avalanche of sensational publicity—almost all of it sympathetic to the act of an aggrieved husband against “the man who had dishonored his bed.”


At trial, Sickles’s attorney, Edwin M. Stanton, did not depend on mere sympathy, however. Stanton had earned a reputation as a brilliantly resourceful practitioner of the law—a profession he would later leave to serve as Abraham Lincoln’s ruthless secretary of war—and he devised a boldly innovative defense. For the first time in American legal history, a plea of not guilty by reason of temporary insanity was entered. Remarkably enough, the jury was persuaded, and Daniel Edgar Sickles, incontrovertibly a murderer, walked out of court a free man.


That was one lesson in the nonfinality of finality and how even the incontrovertible may be controverted. The next lesson created a bigger scandal than the murder of his wife’s lover: Dan Sickles took Teresa back. Her adultery and his act of homicide hadn’t put an end to their marriage.


STEALING THE CENTENNIAL ELECTION


This, then, was the Daniel Edgar Sickles who contemplated election returns as he sat in Republican National Headquarters, after midnight, massaging his knee. To Hayes and to party chairman Zach Chandler, both sound asleep now, those returns seemed final. But what the wakeful Sickles saw was a steely glimmer of hope. The returns of far-off Oregon were not yet in. Of the Southern states, the returns of South Carolina, Florida, and Louisiana were not yet beyond salvaging. This, however, would require the application of some highly creative vote counting, but Sickles was confident that it would take very little prompting to elicit the requisite creativity from the Republicans who controlled the election boards in those Reconstruction-era states.


Sickles did not bother to send anyone to awaken Chairman Chandler. Instead, over Zach Chandler’s signature, he himself sent telegrams to leading Republicans in Oregon and the three Southern states: “With your state sure for Hayes, he is elected. Hold your state.”


None of the prominent Republican recipients questioned the meaning of orders to “hold your state” on the night after the election. They understood what was meant: whatever the count turned out to be, make sure it was in favor of Hayes.


By six in the morning, Sickles had encouraging replies from Oregon and South Carolina. Before he himself continued home and to bed, he sent another telegram to all four states. He worded this message in the language of the general he used to be, writing of “the enemy” who claimed victory and proclaiming that, with “vigilance and diligence, that enemy could be defeated yet.”


With these telegrams, the nation plunged into an electoral crisis equaled only by the Civil War itself. The popular vote gave Tilden a 250,000-ballot lead over Hayes. Sickles persuaded his fellow Republican leaders not to concede. By contesting electoral votes in Oregon, Louisiana, South Carolina, and Florida, the disputed electoral votes could be delivered to Hayes. But it wasn’t easy converting numerical defeat into numerical victory, and the resulting dispute raged wildly. As the March 4 Inauguration Day neared without a president having been elected, there was talk of authorizing the current secretary of state to serve as interim chief executive. Many in the South had begun talking about secession and were already setting up rival governments.
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Republican manipulation of the vote in Oregon, South Carolina, Florida, and Louisiana set up the “corrupt bargain” that put Rutherford B. Hayes in the White House. Pictured is Louisiana’s certification of eight electoral votes awarded to Hayes. The price of the “stolen election” was the abrupt end of Reconstruction and the opening of many decades of racial persecution in the states of the former Confederacy.





Just two days before the inauguration deadline, Congress intervened by authorizing a bipartisan Electoral Commission. Seemed fair enough, but, while this was going on, lawmakers from both parties negotiated an entirely behind-the-scenes deal to decide the issue. What it came down to was this: The Democratic South would give the election to Republican Hayes in return for his solemn pledge to bring full home rule to the Southern states and an immediate end to the Reconstruction regime, especially the U.S. military–run state governments.


Since the end of the Civil War, shaking off the shackles of Reconstruction had been a single-minded goal throughout the white South. President Lincoln’s assassination on April 14, 1865, brought into office Tennessee Democrat Andrew Johnson, who was irascible, crude, blunt, and even uncouth, entirely lacking Lincoln’s dignity, charisma, judgment, eloquence, and general political savvy. His implementation of Lincoln’s liberal and lenient Reconstruction policies alienated Congress, especially the Radical Republican wing, which wanted to punish the South. The Thirteenth Amendment, abolishing slavery in the United States, was passed by the Senate on April 8, 1864, and by the House (after a fight) on January 31, 1865, and was ratified by the states on December 18, 1865. The Fourteenth Amendment, which defined citizenship to include blacks, was passed by Congress in June 1866 and ratified on July 28, 1868, although most Southern states rejected it. This rejection, along with a series of racist laws passed by Southern legislatures and relentless violence perpetrated against Southern blacks, persuaded a majority of voters in the North that the South was incorrigible. Furthermore, Johnson’s refusal to yield to the Radical Republicans exacerbated the social and political gulf between North and South and tended to radicalize both Northerners and Southerners. The result was an overwhelming victory for the Radical Republicans in the congressional elections of 1868. Under their control, Reconstruction became an overtly military operation, with state governments administered by Northern military officers and enforced by federal troops. Some states were readmitted to the Union between 1868 and 1870, after each accepted the Fourteenth Amendment. Others were not readmitted until passage and ratification of the Fifteenth Amendment, guaranteeing the civil rights of the former slaves. As typically constituted under Radical Republican supervision, the civil governments of the restored states consisted exclusively of Republicans and included blacks (freed slaves, most of whom were uneducated and unprepared to administer or govern anything), “carpetbaggers” (Northerners who emigrated to the South to reap the political and material spoils of the restoration government), and “scalawags” (native Southerners who collaborated with blacks and carpetbaggers in government). These new civil governments were universally unpopular and were seen by Southern whites as tyrannically imposed upon them by the North. Resentment drove the creation of white-supremacist organizations, including the Ku Klux Klan (KKK) and the similar Knights of the White Camelia (the spelling was idiosyncratic), groups that terrorized blacks (and whites who collaborated with blacks), as well as the carpetbaggers and scalawags. In many parts of the South, the KKK and similar organizations functioned as shadow governments, bent on undermining Radical Reconstruction.
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Puck contrasts the “strong” government under Reconstruction with the “weak” government of “Carpetbagger” Rutherford B. Hayes.





As he had promised the Democrats, President Hayes summarily ended Reconstruction and fully restored home rule as soon as he took office. The result of what was widely condemned as a “corrupt bargain” was the institutionalization of racial segregation and abuse of Southern blacks. Oppressive Jim Crow laws and “Black Codes” would endure throughout the South, in one form or another, well into the 1960s. The corrupt bargain that sent Rutherford B. Hayes to the White House was sometimes poorly disguised as an effort to “forgive and forget” the Civil War. It only succeeded, however, in widening the rift between North and South and deepening the bitter gulf between white and black Americans. As for Hayes, he was doomed to bear throughout his single term the mocking title of “His Fraudulency,” which came to symbolize corruption and illegitimacy as the new American status quo. It was a dispiriting counterpoint to the innovation, economic progress, national building boom, and air of optimism that otherwise characterized the dawning Gilded Age.
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President Chester A. Arthur and an entourage of dignitaries inaugurate the Brooklyn Bridge by walking across it on Opening Day ceremonies, May 24, 1883.
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