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Above: Frank Beard cartoon, 1896. The political campaign against unrestricted immigration had just begun. Previous spread: Between 1910 and 1939, the Eugenics Record Office assembled intimate personal data on nearly a million individuals.
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For Bruce McCall
Best of readers, best of friends

and

    For Oola
It’s so nice to meet you!


When power is discovered, man always turns to it. The science of heredity will soon provide power on a stupendous scale; and in some country, at some time not, perhaps, far distant, that power will be applied to control the composition of a nation.

—William Bateson, geneticist, 1905

The day of the sociologist is passing, and the day of the biologist has come.

—Robert DeCourcy Ward, cofounder of the Immigration Restriction League, 1913

AMERICA OF THE MELTING POT COMES TO END

—Headline, New York Times, 1924
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By 1926, when this poster appeared at a Kansas fair, the merger of eugenics and the anti-immigration movement was complete, and the ethnic “ancestry of our children” was no longer up for grabs.





A Note from (and About) the Author
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I’ll begin with my own beginnings. My father’s family, shtetl Jews from central Poland, arrived in the United States in 1910, when the immigration gates were still wide open to all Europeans. My mother’s father, also Jewish, was a physician who emigrated from Romania in 1922, under a temporary restrictive law that enabled him to slip in before those gates clanged shut two years later. By the time my mother and her mother arrived in 1930, my grandfather had obtained citizenship, which enabled their entry.

I consequently can’t claim spotless objectivity as I tell the fateful story of how a perverse form of “science” gave respectability to the drastic limits imposed on the number of Jews, Italians, Greeks, Poles, and various other eastern and southern Europeans seeking to come to America between 1924 and 1965. Neither do I wish to assert that the sanctions imposed on these debarred millions were crueler than those endured by Asians or Africans or other peoples who suffered discrimination even crueler or of longer duration. The Guarded Gate is not the story of the interplay between xenophobia and immigration policy; it’s one of several. That it happens to cut so close to my own bone is inescapable but no more disqualifying than if earlier Okrents had stood on the deck of the Mayflower. Save for those of us whose antecedents were here before Columbus, every American has a stake in this story and presumably a predisposition of perspective.

About Language

As I was writing this book, the quotation marks I initially employed to surround the word “science” (as in the paragraph above) soon began to blemish the manuscript like some form of pox. I ended up deleting almost all of them. Their absence should not suggest my acceptance of forms of inquiry and assertion that were, in fact, not remotely scientific. Similarly, my uninflected use of “evidence”—and of “superior,” “inferior,” “inadequate,” and comparably judgmental terms—connotes the context in which they were used and not my appraisal of what they were meant to describe. I also use “race” in the way it was employed in that distant time—not as a distinction of skin color but of ethnic background of any sort.

About the Publisher

Beginning on page 395, I acknowledge all the many individuals and institutions who helped me with my research and with various other aspects of this project. But I wish here to cite the special role of Scribner. Beginning in 1916 with the publication of Madison Grant’s seminal The Passing of the Great Race, Charles Scribner’s Sons (as the firm was then known) was effectively the official publisher of the scientific racism movement. Over the next decade and a half the company issued nearly a score of books that advanced the cause of immigration restriction by valorizing the racist principles on which it was based. The editors and their colleagues responsible for this publishing program are long dead; their successors of a century later could not have been more supportive of my effort to explore Scribner’s unfortunate place in this story.



Prologue


Ellis Island, 1925
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Henry Curran, commissioner of immigration for the Port of New York, had been at his job long enough to know what to expect when a group of visitors came to Ellis Island in July 1925. He knew what they’d ask, and he knew how to answer.

A reform Republican in a city not quite suited either to reform or to Republicans, he had been badly beaten in New York’s mayoral election in 1921, then rewarded for both his party loyalty and his skills as an administrator when he was placed in charge of the portal that welcomed 70 percent of the immigrants coming to the United States. Since its opening in 1892, the Ellis Island facility had grown to twenty-seven acres of inspection centers, detention areas, and hospitals. Built to process 5,000 people a day, at times it had to handle twice that number. Many of them exhausted and frightened, most of them impoverished, crowds of immigrants were funneled through a series of examination and processing stations. Those detained for further assessment were housed in dormitories—a series of enormous rooms divided into wire cages, frequently ridden with bedbugs, intended to accommodate 1,800 individuals but at times occupied by several hundred more. In one year the Public Health Service hospital on Ellis Island treated more than 10,000 immigrants hoping to traverse that final, single mile to a life in the United States. Over the years more than 3,000 died in the hospital, their voyage incomplete.

On the base of the nearby Statue of Liberty, Emma Lazarus’s famous poem invited the world to “give me your tired, your poor, your huddled masses yearning to breathe free.” On July 1, 1925, when Henry Curran gave a tour for this particular set of visitors, many Americans still found a certain nobility, a confirmation of the nation’s promise, in Lazarus’s words and the images they evoked. By now, it was likely that even more citizens perceived evidence of menace, and threat, and inevitable national decline.

Among Curran’s guests, those in the latter group couldn’t help but be surprised by what they encountered on that fair summer Wednesday on the edge of New York’s bustling harbor. “A visitor making a return trip to Ellis Island today after a lapse of several years would have difficulty in recognizing it,” wrote an Associated Press reporter. Twenty ships discharged their passengers on the island on July 1 two years earlier; on this day only two steamed into port. In the main hall built to accommodate raucous thousands, fewer than six hundred newcomers stood in orderly lines. Where the visitors had expected filth, Curran presented scenes of what he called “spotless cleanliness” and an atmosphere of “fresh air untainted by odors.” Where they might have expected a polyglot babel of Italian and Yiddish and Slavic tongues so foreign as not to be recognizable, or even imaginable, a serene quiet prevailed.

These newcomers, in fact, hardly seemed foreign at all. So when one of Curran’s befuddled guests asked, “And who are all these people? Are they immigrants?” Curran offered the reply that he knew would surprise and delight his guests: “Today there is not one immigrant in a thousand who does not dress, walk, and generally look so much like an American that ‘you will believe they are all really Americans.’ ”



In at least one way, they were. Since the passage of the Immigration Act of 1924, which had gone into effect exactly one year before Curran gave his tour, the incoming population had changed to conform to a very specific American image. Just four years earlier, 76 percent of all immigrants had come from the nations of southern and eastern Europe—from Italy and Greece, Poland and Russia, and the other nations jammed between the Baltic and Mediterranean Seas. Now the same countries accounted for a scant 11 percent of the newcomers.

Henry Curran was not by nature a bigot; serving later in his career as deputy mayor to the half-Italian, half-Jewish Fiorello La Guardia, he would celebrate “the ethnological crazy quilt” that had made New York “an electric, pulsing miniature of the world.” But in 1925 Curran said that “the immigrants of today are of a better kind” than those who had come ashore on Ellis Island over the previous two decades. “They are better by reason of our new immigration law; the cause and effect are direct.”

What he didn’t say was what a major national figure had written four years earlier: “Biological laws tell us that certain divergent people will not mix or blend.” He was not alone. The editors of the nation’s most popular magazine had said continued immigration from southern and eastern Europe would compel America to “join the lowly ranks of the mongrel races.” The leader of one of the nation’s most esteemed scientific institutions had argued that “through science we have discovered” that neither education nor environment could alter the “profound and inborn racial differences” that rendered certain peoples inferior. The chairman of the congressional committee that drafted the new law was especially direct: the former argument for immigration restriction had been economic, he said, but now “the fundamental reason for it is biological.”

It was an idea that had been gaining credence for years, supported by some of the nation’s leading scientific institutions, amplified by political activists both reactionary and progressive, and soon embedded in the popular consciousness. Long-standing hatreds, and the moment’s political exigencies, had assured that a version of the Immigration Act of 1924 would pass. But science—“biological laws”—imported from England and then popularized in the United States had made the arguments in support of it respectable and its consequences enduring. The newcomers who would arrive in years to come, said Henry Curran, “will be the kind we are glad to welcome.”





PART I

Enough! Enough! We Want No More!






Chapter One

The Future Betterment of the Human Race
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Charles Benedict Davenport left a vivid impression on one of his occasional collaborators during his period of greatest influence. Davenport “used to lift his eyes reverently,” Margaret Sanger would recall, “and, with his hands upraised as though in supplication, quiver emotionally as he breathed, ‘Protoplasm. We want more protoplasm.’ ” When she wasn’t promoting the idea of birth control—and sometimes, tactically, when she thought it would help her cause—Sanger was one of dozens of prominent, if seemingly unlikely, Americans who waved the banner of eugenics in the first third of the twentieth century. The “protoplasm” that Davenport longed for was the genetic material that would create an improved human race—if the world followed the principles of planned breeding that embodied the eugenicist faith.

It’s not hard to picture Davenport—tall, slim, his Vandyke always impeccable, his brow invariably creased and taut—in the state Sanger described. By his own description he was beset by a “nervous” temperament. A colleague said he “liv[ed] a life of his own in the midst of others . . . out of place in almost any crowd.” When he wasn’t carried away by the nearly ecstatic bouts of optimism that arose from one or another of his studies and experiments (“life is a succession of thrills,” he exclaimed in midcareer), he was unconfident, defensive, even resentful. As a young biologist at Harvard in the 1890s, hunched over a microscope with an intensity of purpose that seemed to create its own force field, he provided a clear signal for those who didn’t grasp his zeal intuitively by spelling it out for them in words he had inscribed on his eyeshade: “I am deaf dumb and blind.”

That was a Davenportian way of saying, “Leave me alone; I have work to do.” And he had plenty: in a career that stretched for nearly five decades, Davenport published 439 scientific papers, sat on the editorial boards of eight scholarly journals, maintained memberships in sixty-four scientific and social organizations, and trained generations of American geneticists (not to mention, along the way, a busload or two of charlatans). For four of those decades, operating out of a tidy scientific principality he established in the Long Island coastal village of Cold Spring Harbor, Davenport reigned as the nation’s foremost advocate, investigator, and—there’s really no other word for it—impresario of a science that altered the face of a nation.



The scientific colossus that eventually blossomed in Cold Spring Harbor, and that along the way would develop the intellectual arguments for limiting immigration to the United States by country of origin, began life in 1890 as the biological laboratory of the Brooklyn Institute of Arts and Sciences, a venerable civic institution that extended its reach thirty-five miles to the east on Long Island’s north shore.I The thousands of men and women who worked in the Cold Spring Harbor laboratories over the decades to come would produce groundbreaking research in genetics, neuroscience, oncology, and other disciplines; eight of these people, including geneticist Barbara McClintock and James Watson, the codiscoverer of DNA, would win Nobel Prizes. Charles Davenport would never win a Nobel, but for a time his researches and his recommendations earned equivalent attention.

In 1898 the thirty-two-year-old Davenport was appointed director of the summer school of the biological laboratory. He was a Brooklyn boy of prominent family; another Davenport was treasurer of the Brooklyn Institute, and three more were among its donors. But anyone who might have suspected that he won his appointment through nepotism could not have been familiar with Davenport’s work, or his personality. At the time, he had not yet located the path that would eventually lead him to his intense engagement with the study of human heredity, but his school-year labors at Harvard were productive and his range was prodigious: a paper on the effects of water on the growth of frogs, a book on statistical methods, another encompassing such topics as “chemotropism in the tentacles of insectivorous plants.” He married Gertrude Crotty, a graduate student in zoology whose work he supervised, and so endeared himself to Harvard president Charles W. Eliot that Eliot invited the young couple to stay in his Cambridge house one summer while he was rusticating in Maine.

In later years Davenport would allow his ambitions to distort his work, eventually leading him dangerously past the edge of reason. But as a young man working at Harvard and beginning a family, he was a pure scientist. He was especially tantalized by an emerging field known as experimental evolution, an area of study for researchers seeking to unlock the Darwinian code in the controlled environment of the laboratory, thus abbreviating the millennia required to apprehend evolution in nature.

As attached to Harvard as he might have been—undergraduate degree, PhD, faculty appointment—Davenport did not find the university sufficiently accommodating for the work he wished to pursue. Each week, when the journal Science arrived in the Davenport household, Gertrude would scour the death notices, hoping to find news of an appropriate opening. In 1899 Charles accepted a full-time position at the University of Chicago but felt the strong pull of his seasonal appointment in Cold Spring Harbor. (Gertrude also held a faculty position at the summer school, teaching microscope technique.) For a natural scientist with interests as varied as Davenport’s, the village and its surroundings were a version of paradise: seashore and estuary, ponds and streams, meadows and forests, every imaginable environment for gathering specimens. The train to New York from nearby Oyster Bay ran frequently enough to serve the wealthy families building their country palaces in the area (among them a young New York politician named Theodore Roosevelt), and its depot was close enough to town for an inveterate walker like Davenport. For the next four decades he could be seen striding purposefully down country roads, sometimes before dawn, to get to the station and then to the wide world beyond the principality he created in Cold Spring Harbor. He had a story to tell—a story rooted in the work of a singular British gentleman scientist, then translated by Davenport into a credo for America, and characterized by both men as nothing less than the basis for a new religion.

    *  *  *

FRANCIS GALTON’S MOTTO, a colleague said, was “Whenever you can, count.” He counted the number of dead worms that emerged from the ground near his London town house after a heavy rain (forty-five in a span of sixteen paces), and he counted the number of flea bites he suffered in 1845 while spending a night in the home of the Sheikh of Aden (ninety-seven, but even so he thought the sheikh was “a right good fellow”). Galton consumed numbers ravenously, then added them, divided them, shuffled and rearranged them so he could amaze himself with his own discoveries.

The extraordinary man who developed the theory that talent, intelligence, and even morality were bequeathed biologically believed that everything knowable could be expressed in numbers. Galton’s major discoveries—among them the individuality of fingerprints, the movement of anticyclones, the statistical law of regression to the mean—elevated his obsessive collection of data from triviality to significance. But for every one of his substantial contributions to human understanding, he probably hit upon a dozen that were trivial. His meticulously constructed “Beauty Map” of Great Britain, he believed, established that Aberdeen was home to the nation’s least attractive women. His essay “The Measure of Fidget,” published in England’s leading scientific journal, was an effort to “giv[e] numerical expression to the amount of boredom” in any audience by counting body movements per minute. Observation and enumeration convinced him that “well washed and combed domestic pets grow dull” because “they miss the stimulus of fleas.” For good or ill, and often for purposes utterly irrelevant, this lavish reverence for numbers, his belief in their power, enabled Galton to live a life both intellectually distinctive and richly productive.

Having grown up surrounded by wealth and inheriting a good deal of it while still a young man didn’t hurt. In a century (the nineteenth), a place (Victorian England), and his particular milieu (the cosseted world of wealthy amateurs), Galton was better armed than most for a life of inquiry and experimentation. His paternal grandfather, a gun manufacturer who grew rich supplying the British army with muskets, married one of the banking Barclays, whose family business was already more than a century old by the time Francis was born in 1822. A third grandparent was the daughter of a landowning Scottish nobleman descended from Richard Plantagenet, father of Richard III. These three compounded the fortune that Galton would inherit at age twenty-two, enabling him to live the life of a gentleman. His fourth grandparent may have provided the bloodlines (and Galton would come to care a great deal about bloodlines) that led him to the field of scientific inquiry. This progenitor was the obese, libidinous, polymathic physician and poet Erasmus Darwin, one of whose other grandsons would do fairly well in science himself.



We have it on the testimony of Lewis M. Terman, one of the pioneers of intelligence testing in America, that when Galton was a child, it was already clear that his IQ “was not far from 200.” Among the thousands of children Terman had personally tested by the time he announced this impressive assessment, it was true that he had yet to encounter an IQ greater than 170. It is also true that Terman arrived at his conclusion six years after Galton’s death at eighty-eight, and had never met him, much less tested him. And it’s conclusively true that Terman had a horse in this particular race: much of his career was predicated on principles first elucidated and techniques first developed by Galton himself.

Still, Terman had a point. Francis Galton was precocious to roughly the same degree that an ocean is large. He could read at two, mastered Latin at four (around the time he wrote to his sister to inform her that “I read French a little” as well), quoted freely and at length from Sir Walter Scott at five, was intimate with the Iliad by six. The spirited self-confidence that would for the next eight decades mark his prose, his speech, and virtually every delighted leap of his lush and expressive eyebrows had received an early familial boost when his father had sent seven-year-old Francis, alone, on a journey by pony from their estate in England’s West Midlands, with instructions to stay at a particular inn along the way. The boy managed without difficulty—and without ever becoming aware of the servant following a careful two miles behind.

Tall and thin, his face framed by spectacular muttonchops that seemed to provide architectural support for what an admirer called “a forehead like the dome of St. Paul’s,” Galton possessed an emotional buoyancy as well. He floated blithely from one endeavor to the next, ever productive, ever sanguine. When he wrote about his “rather unusual power of enduring physical fatigue without harmful results,” he wasn’t boasting. More than twenty books and two hundred journal articles spilled from his pen, the last of them published in his eighty-ninth year.



By all accounts Galton was an amiable person and a charming host, but he was also a thoroughgoing snob. He never saw reason to challenge the class system that produced him, nor did he ever miss a chance to take advantage of its benefits. And though the Galtons (like the Darwins) were ardent abolitionists, Francis didn’t doubt the inferiority of black people. This was hardly a rare attitude in Victorian England, but one would think that a man of science would seek firm evidence to support his beliefs, especially a man as data crazed as Galton. But no: “It is seldom that we hear of a white traveler [in Africa] meeting with a black chief whom he feels to be the better man,” he wrote in 1869.

The case can be made that Galton came to his belief in the heritability of talent partly because it was self-affirming—an implicit endorsement of the familial process that reached its apotheosis in his own genius. It certainly didn’t arise from his earlier work. “Until the phenomena of any branch of Knowledge have been submitted to measurement and number,” Galton declared late in life, “it cannot assume the status and dignity of a science.” But before he reached his forties, Galton’s science was neither meaningfully scientific nor particularly dignified. As a medical student—a program of study he never completed—he decided to sample every drug in the basic pharmacopoeia; working alphabetically, he never made it past croton oil, a powerful purgative that produced violent bouts of diarrhea. He did attain membership in the Royal Geographical Society after conducting a self-financed two-year expedition to southwest Africa, accompanied by nine “white or whitish people,”II ten “natives,” eighty-six oxen, thirty small cattle, and two wagons. The titles of some of the journal articles he published between 1855 and 1865 probably indicate the best way to define Galton’s nature at this point in his life: “Signals Available to Men Who Are Adrift on Wrecks at Sea,” “On a New Principle for the Protection of Riflemen,” “First Steps Towards the Domestication of Animals.” He never got around to publishing his findings from a three-month investigation into the proper temperature for brewing tea.



Charles Darwin and Francis Galton barely knew each other when young, which was partly because of their age difference (Darwin the elder by thirteen years), but more likely because grandfather Erasmus was as profligate as he was prolific: his children—twelve legitimate and (at least) two not—produced grandchildren almost too numerous to list, much less to know one another. The first substantive communication between the two cousins didn’t take place until 1853, when Darwin was forty-four and Galton thirty-one; the older man wanted to compliment the younger on his first book, The Narrative of an Explorer in South Africa.

But without Darwin’s influence, Galton would likely never have begun his explorations into the nature of heredity. In this regard, he was no different from virtually everyone else who had been exploring the boundaries of biology in the British scientific world of the 1850s. Natural scientists were clamoring for data on “tides, the analysis of life insurance tables, bills of mortality, population censuses,” wrote Janet Browne in her magnificent biography of Darwin. “Raw information flooded in from every corner of the world, piling up in London’s learned societies and in government corridors.” At the same time, philosophers were contemplating the perfectibility of society and trying to discern the meaning of the individual. The protean thinker Herbert Spencer drew on biology, anthropology, sociology, and other disciplines to build a unified theory of the structure of human society (among its tenets: all forms of public charity or welfare are interruptions in the natural order of the universe). Then, in 1859, Darwin published On the Origin of Species and imposed his revolutionary views on a new model of science—a universe liberated from the intangible and unverifiable homilies of religion, supposition, and superstition.

Darwin’s book, Galton would recall half a century later, “made a marked epoch in my own mental development as it did in that of human thought generally. Its effect was to demolish a multitude of dogmatic barriers by a single stroke.” The theory of natural selection was, to Galton, a call to revolution, an assault on “all ancient authorities whose positive and unauthenticated statements were contradicted by modern science.” If the development of species was not guided by a divine hand, he reasoned, neither were the minds of men. As physical qualities were provably heritable, so must be “the peculiarities of character.” Darwin had defined the principles of natural selection in the animal world; now Galton dared to adapt them to the lives of humans. In the words of Galton’s protégé, disciple, and biographer Karl Pearson, “the inheritance of mental and moral characters in man [became] the fundamental concept in Galton’s life and work.”

Galton first set out to prove it in two articles that arose from his research—if one must call it that—in the peculiar pages of a book called A Million of Facts. Advertised as “a useful reference on all subjects of research and curiosity, collected from the most respectable modern authorities,” the book was a weird compendium of random information compiled by a schoolteacher/publisher/hosiery manufacturer named Richard Phillips, whose singular beliefs included the conviction that the law of gravity was in error. But the volume did contain within its five hundred–plus pages a long section, headed “Biography,” that provided Galton with the raw information he would use to establish that men are born, not made.

Galton counted 605 “notabilities” who lived in the four centuries between 1453 and 1853 and concluded that fully one in six was related to someone else on the list. Never mind that Phillips included such “notabilities” as “Aikin, Dr., a tasteful writer, died 1815.” (This was the entire entry.) Or that the complete “biography” of a somewhat better-known figure, the French novelist Alain-René Lesage, read, “the author of Gil Blas was very deaf; he wrote for profit, and got fame also.” Thomas à Becket was (again, complete entry) “a factious and arrogant churchman, who was killed in 1170, at Canterbury.”

From this dubious source (whose author, incidentally, Galton misidentified as Sir Thomas Phillips), he moved on to a gumbo of others. Galton examined page proofs of a yet-to-be-published listing of nineteen thousand prominent men (he got that author’s name wrong, too), and then a cross section of Men of the Time, a sort of Who’s Who of contemporary figures in which fully two out of seven had relatives in the volume as well. Thrilled by this gratifying discovery, he moved from the generic to the specific, counting his way through a dictionary of painters, a directory of prominent musicians (in French), lists of scientists, lists of lawyers, lists of writers. He finally concluded that one out of eight men of great accomplishment had a father, son, or brother of similar attainments.

Proving . . . what, exactly? Looked at today, Galton’s research and his conclusions seem risible. His sources were at best problematic; his measures of eminence were arbitrary (they were in many cases measures of fame, not accomplishment). He failed to see that the sons of “eminent” men were likely to enjoy careers that benefitted from their fathers’ privileged positions. Heredity certainly played a large role in determining an individual’s makeup, but to discount the influence of wealth, and educational opportunity, and social connections, and access to resources—this was preposterous.

The articles that arose from Galton’s studies were published in 1865. To amplify his research, he offered a series of eccentric extrapolations. “Most notabilities have been great eaters and excellent digesters,” he asserted, “on literally the same principle that the furnace which can raise more steam than is usual for one its size must burn more freely and well than is common.”III He also offered prescriptive counsel for the good of the nation, notably a series of incentives to encourage the inherently superior to marry each other in a mass wedding at Westminster Abbey, where Queen Victoria “will give away the brides.” Wedding presents? Five thousand pounds per couple, so they needn’t worry about earning a living and could get right down to their assigned business: fulfilling their patriotic responsibilities by making superior babies for the benefit of Britain.

In 1869 Galton expanded these articles into Hereditary Genius: An Inquiry into Its Laws and Consequences. The supportive data that made up the bulk of the book mostly demonstrated his mania for counting and list making, the pages filled with enumeration and analysis of poets, military commanders, clergymen, even “very excellent oarsmen.” In historical digressions, Galton cited genealogies from the Roman Empire to show the durability of heredity (all those Scipios) and employed some extremely acrobatic math to calculate that precisely 1 in 3,214 ancient Athenians who reached the age of fifty was “illustrious.” The narrative chapters that begin and end the book are chiefly used to make the case that would provide ballast for the entire mode of thought that arose from Galton’s work on heredity: that selective breeding could be employed to improve the species, much as it had with dogs and horses. And in the book’s conclusions, he added a sentence that was an augury of hereditarian arguments yet to come. “Let us do what we can,” he wrote, “to encourage the multiplication of the races best suited to invent and conform to a high and generous civilization.”


[image: Image]
Galton’s proposal for granting official certificates to those “distinctly superior in eugenic gifts.”



According to Louisa Galton, who kept a meticulous diary of her husband’s professional life, the initial edition of Hereditary Genius was generally “not well received.” An especially savage commentary, in the Saturday Review, declared Galton’s lists of “disjointed facts” to be “inert and lifeless . . . logically worth nothing.” But praise from one particular quarter provided balm for whatever wounds Galton’s ego might have suffered. Charles Darwin, his travels and energies constrained by illness, had been homebound in Kent, listening to his wife read aloud from Galton’s book. They were not fifty pages into it when he felt compelled to write to his cousin. His excitement was so intense, he said, that he felt the need to “exhale myself, else something will go wrong in my inside. I do not think I ever in all my life read anything more interesting and original.”



Some Darwin scholars have argued that the great man’s enthusiasm should not be taken as an endorsement; it could simply have been an expression of cousinly generosity, a diplomatic response to Galton’s worshipful regard for him. Additionally, in subsequent years Darwin took specific exception to certain interpretations and recommendations Galton put forth. Still, barely a year after his breathless letter, Darwin was willing to openly declare his faith in Galton’s work, in the first edition of The Descent of Man: “We now know, through the labours of Mr. Galton, that genius . . . tends to be inherited,” and it is also “certain that insanity and deteriorated mental powers run likewise in families.” This seemed, and seems, reasonable enough. But where Darwin saw tendencies, his cousin veered toward absolute conviction. And unlike Galton, Darwin did not propose that a radical reordering of society through the manipulation of marriage and child-rearing should be erected on so frail a foundation.

By the time Descent was published, in 1869, the Darwinian modes of thought that had already spread through the world of natural science had invaded distant fields of inquiry. The new journal Nature effectively became the house organ of the scientific modernism that Darwin had initiated. The mathematician W. K. Clifford declared that “all new reasoning in the sciences, biology to sociology, must [now] rely on the scientific law of evolution.” In 1864 Herbert Spencer had coined “survival of the fittest,” an epithet that mutated into a flag permanently affixed to Darwinian thinking.IV Henry Adams, who had come to London to serve as secretary to his father, the American ambassador, saw “evolution . . . rag[ing] like an epidemic.”

Galton’s scientific reputation advanced in the wake of this intellectual tidal wave, accelerated by the potent fusion of his boundless energies and a concomitant gift for publicity. His astonishing productivity continued unabated, and he found new and attention-getting ways to express it. He offered £500 in prize money (and publication of their names in a forthcoming book) to people who sent him the most detailed family records, covering everything from height to “artistic faculty.” At the mobile “Anthropometric Laboratory” he set up at the International Health Exhibition in South Kensington in 1884, more than 9,300 people lined up to pay three pence apiece to be measured not just by scale or yardstick but also by a phalanx of machines largely invented by Galton himself. This array of rods, pulleys, lights, and weights could evaluate with Galtonian precision such (presumably hereditary) variables as keenness of sight, “swiftness of blow,” sensitivity to pain, and “the delicacy” of the senses. Londoners unwilling to be measured but eager to watch could stand outside the lab and gape through an open lattice constructed to accommodate their curiosity. Over the next several years Galton set up his lab in Dublin, Oxford, Cambridge, and other cities, each installation extending the reach of his renown and the public’s grasp of his theories.

One other skill proved invaluable: his fecund gift for language. In an 1874 volume titled English Men of Science, he came up with “a convenient jingle of words,” repurposed from Shakespeare, that have endured far longer than Galton’s renown: “nature and nurture.”V Nine years later, in Inquiries into Human Faculty and Its Development, he finally attached a name and a definition to the entire field of study he had initiated, promoted, and made his own: “eugenics,” extracted from the Greek eugenes, meaning “good in stock.”



Like the idea of state-planned marriages, equating the breeding of humans to plant and animal hybridization was a trope as old as Plato’s suggestion that humans should be selectively mated in the same fashion as sporting dogs. William Penn used it when he said that “men are more careful of the breed of their horses and dogs than of their children,” and early investigators into the nature of heredity could barely avoid it. The modern revival of the trope was best articulated by Galton himself, when he declared that just “as a new race can be obtained in animals and plants . . . with moderate care in preventing the more faulty members of the flock from breeding, so a race of gifted men might be obtained, under exactly similar conditions.” Darwin raised the same notion two years later in The Descent of Man, and as the doctrine of eugenics leapt the Atlantic and began to spread, so did easy extrapolations from man’s experiments with lower species. In 1883, addressing the National Academy of Sciences, Alexander Graham Bell suggested that just as it was possible to “modify . . . our domestic animals” through selective breeding, “we could also produce modifications or varieties of men.”
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For his study of “Good and Bad Temper in English Families,” Galton gathered, analyzed, cross-referenced, and sorted appraisals of 1,981 individuals.



But “selective breeding” also implies that the process of selection would cull certain individuals from any planned breeding program, and just as ancient as Plato was the notion that undesirable “varieties” of humans could be eliminated through proscriptions on their reproduction. In 1875, on a speaking tour in upstate New York, the American suffragist Victoria Woodhull asserted that “the criminal and vicious classes were made so by their mothers during gestation.” Several years later, she declared that reproduction among the hereditarily deficient—in her view, a group that included drunkards, criminals, and carriers of “hereditary sensuality and vice”—should be considered “a crime against the nation.” The line tying Galton’s optimistic “positive eugenics” to Woodhull’s “negative eugenics” was direct; Galton himself recognized the connection, advocating the denial of “the liberty of propagating children which is now allowed to the undesirable classes.”

Inevitably, negative eugenics would address not only people afflicted with the sort of undesirable traits identified by Woodhull (as well as blindness, deafness, and other purely physical deficiencies), but races and ethnic groupings as well. In his earliest days as a eugenicist, Galton had employed his usual mathematical skills (diluted by his usual set of presuppositions) to rank the “ability” of the ancient Greek as “two grades higher” than the Victorian Era Briton, who was in turn perched two grades above the African, who was superior to the aboriginal Australian. But it was a little-noted speech he gave in August 1891 that contained the germ of a movement that was on the brink of being born. When Galton rose to speak in the theater at the Royal School of Mines, just off Piccadilly, it was to address the Seventh International Congress of Hygiene and Demography, which had brought together Europe’s and America’s leading experts in the field that would later be known as public health. This particular event was strictly for the Division of Demography.

    Galton didn’t consider himself a demographer. The term itself was only fourteen years old, and his polymathic tendencies were too capacious to be summarized in a single word. But his election as president of the organization confirmed the importance of his statistical methods to the nascent field of population studies, and many of the papers delivered at this congress were dependent on them. One was devoted entirely to the data gathered from the several thousand university students who had been measured over the past several years at the Anthropometric Laboratory he had set up at Cambridge. The author of that paper—logician John Venn, inventor of the so-named diagramVI—had analyzed the massive collection of measurements with Galtonian exactitude and concluded that the most brilliant students were physically . . . well, pretty much like all the others.

Galton’s presidential address was not so predictable. It did not address techniques of measurement or computation, nor did it contain references to his various studies of eminence in families. The topic, he declared at the beginning, was “the future betterment of the human race,” but tucked subtly into it was concern for an issue that had hardly been addressed in Britain up to that point yet was the logical extension of much of Galton’s work and thought. He encouraged the demographers to study the effects of legislation on national populations, and specifically to determine whether the laws would have been different “if the question of race” had been considered.

Galton was sixty-nine. The beetling eyebrows, apparently untamable, formed an unruly shelf above his eyes; the luxuriant sideburns that framed his face had thinned and grown gray. He had many years of public life ahead of him—he lived to nearly ninety, and worked until the end—but two sentences in his speech to the demographers could have been plucked from his text, shipped across the Atlantic, and made the credo of an American immigration restriction movement just beginning to declare itself. “Much more care is taken to select appropriate varieties of plants and animals for plantation in foreign settlements than to select appropriate types of men,” he told the demographers. “Discrimination and foresight are shown in the one case, an indifference born of ignorance is shown in the other.” It was an idea waiting for a crusade.

    *  *  *

CHARLES DAVENPORT’S SEARCH for the world-changing protoplasm that he so desired could be said to have begun in January 1902, in the Diplomatic Room of the U.S. State Department. Theodore Roosevelt, president for just four months, found himself in control of the territories the United States had acquired during the Spanish-American War and was already planning to extend the nation’s reach to the slender waist of Central America, where he intended to build a canal connecting the oceans. Roosevelt’s closest associates were nonetheless able to step away, at least for a moment, from the administration of empire. The host for the meeting in the Diplomatic Room was Secretary of State John Hay, and Secretary of War Elihu Root was among his guests. But for the day’s particular purposes, the most important figure present was the industrialist Andrew Carnegie, who had convened the founding trustees of the Carnegie Institution of Washington for their first meeting.VII

“Gentlemen, your work now begins,” Carnegie told the group. “Your aims are high, you seek to expand known forces, to discover and utilize unknown forces for the benefit of man. Than this there can scarcely be a greater work.” The tone and cadence of Carnegie’s comments could have been accompanied by trumpets. But they came with something even better: $10 million in U.S. Steel bonds.

At the time, this initial endowment was greater than the sum that all of America’s universities—combined—had at hand to finance basic research. To Davenport the Carnegie money, which the industrialist had specifically earmarked for that purpose, gleamed like El Dorado. Tapping into it could provide not only a ticket to year-round residence in Cold Spring Harbor but could also build the facilities and house the staff he needed for a dream he had begun to nurture: a permanent laboratory devoted to the study of evolution. Shortly after the Carnegie Institution’s founding, he told the trustees that his proposed Biological Experiment Station required “a plot of ground in the country, near the sea, presenting a great variety of conditions, not too distant from a scientific center and its libraries.” And, he added, he just happened to have in mind a place that fit all those requirements. He could provide another necessary element himself: the time that evolution studies required. “My age is 36,” he said. “The chances are that I shall have 25 years” to dedicate to the laboratory. “I propose to give the rest of my life unreservedly to this work.”

The earnestness of the intention, the grandiosity of its expression: this was essential Davenport. Equally characteristic was the unrelenting campaign he waged to win the trustees’ support. Rejected on his first attempt, Davenport kept returning to the group with a ceaseless gush of appeals, each one modified in a significant way: He needed less money. He could persuade the Brooklyn Institute to provide the land. He wasn’t sure he was willing to give up tenure at Chicago, then he was. He flooded individual trustees and the members of the board’s zoological advisory committee with special appeals. At one point nobility, humility, or sheer desperation prompted him to assume an entirely new posture. “If it appears to the committee that a better director is available” to run the Biological Experiment Station, he wrote, he hoped the CIW would fund it nonetheless. Not that Davenport believed this: a few weeks later, in a letter to a trustee, he said he was “embarrassed to speak freely” about his qualifications. He then took three full pages to make them irrefutably clear.



When Charles Davenport first encountered eugenics, questions of race or ethnicity could not have been further from his mind. Human biology itself was beyond the broad scope of his interests. He was still teaching zoology at Harvard when he sent reprints of some of his scientific papers to Galton, in 1897. Davenport was particularly interested in the statistical techniques Galton had developed, and his enthusiasm brought genial acknowledgment. “What gratifies me most,” Galton told the young scientist, “is that you perceive a unity in my work although there is much variety in the subjects.” What gratified the chronically excitable Davenport was the photograph of Galton enclosed in the same letter, a prize he had requested.

Like Galton, Davenport came from a wealthy family with a powerful connection to its own past. His father had written a genealogical history that traced his roots back to Orme de Davenport, “born in the 20th year of William the Conqueror, 1086,” and paused to note with button-busting italics that Orme’s Pilgrim descendants, who settled New Haven, Connecticut, were “the constructors of society.” Also like Galton, Davenport was a counter. As a boy in 1870s Brooklyn, he kept a ledger of every penny that he earned or spent. He recorded weather statistics daily, and by his midteens was providing meteorological data directly to the federal Weather Bureau. Bird migrations, astronomical phenomena, the habits of insects—the abundance and variety of the natural world captured him as a child and kept him enraptured through a lifetime of inquiry and experimentation. Over the course of his career, Charles Davenport studied snails, mice, mosses, canaries, sheep, poultry, mollusks, and various other species. Few contemporaries achieved his stature as an animal geneticist. But the work that would make his wider reputation, and eventually stain it irredeemably, was the study of man.

But that came later. In 1902, when Davenport visited Galton in London on his way home from a European bivalve-hunting expedition, he was preoccupied with his effort to win the Carnegie Institution’s backing for his proposed Biological Experiment Station in Cold Spring Harbor. The two men shared a quiet dinner, and the thirty-six-year-old supplicant left with the seventy-nine-year-old master’s promise of support. Back home, Davenport kept hammering the Carnegie trustees, the advisory committee, and anyone else he could enlist in the cause. Finally, the trustees granted him $34,250 (the 2019 equivalent of slightly more than a million dollars) to create the Station for Experimental Evolution, plus an additional annual appropriation enabling it “to continue indefinitely, or for a long time.” When his appointment to the directorship was confirmed a month later, Davenport commemorated the event with his usual unwieldy combination of self-effacement and rapturous zeal. “Yours unworthily,” he wrote at the bottom of the letter he sent to Gertrude that day, reporting the good news. But in the privacy of his diary he all but shouted: “THIS IS A RED LETTER DAY!”



Dynamite exploded on Cold Spring Harbor’s western shoreline in the winter of 1904; it was the only way to penetrate the frozen ground before pouring the foundations for the buildings Davenport and his staff would require. The reverberations also marked the beginning of a historic change at the Brooklyn Institute’s biological laboratory.

Until then, the warm months in Cold Spring Harbor had belonged to the student biologists at the summer school, who spent their days rambling through the fields and marshes with nets and pails and Mason jars, gathering specimens for laboratory study. “Biology is a science which permits more or less running wild on the part of its devotees,” wrote a recent Smith College graduate attending the 1902 summer session. Evenings were given over to what she called “a social atmosphere for relaxation”—campfires, good fellowship, singalongs. The best-loved song was “The Sad Fate of a Youthful Sponge,” a zoological rhyme devised by a Smith professor, who set his words to the melody of “The Battle Hymn of the Republic.”VIII These were biology students, after all.

The dedication ceremony for Davenport’s new venture was more sober in tone. Among the fifty dignitaries who traveled to Cold Spring Harbor via special rail car on a pleasant June day in 1904 was the featured speaker, Hugo de Vries, director of the botanic garden at the University of Amsterdam. De Vries’s topic was “The Aims of Experimental Evolution,” and his speech was as complex as it was very, very long. Yet his presence at the event, particularly in so prominent a role, was an acknowledgment of a recent discovery that had rewritten the rules of heredity and that, misinterpreted in Cold Spring Harbor, would have a profound effect on the American eugenics movement. Four years earlier, de Vries had been one of three investigators who all but simultaneously rediscovered Gregor Mendel’s lost 1866 paper, “Experiments in Hybridization.”

The story of Gregor Mendel and his pea plants has been told numberless times: how the humble monk, over the course of seven unnoticed years in the garden of an Augustinian monastery in the Moravian city of Brno, light-years distant from the Royal Societies and International Congresses and the other hubs of British scientific research, crossed and recrossed more than 10,000 pea plants, counted and classified some 300,000 peas, and in the process made one of the most celebrated scientific discoveries in history. But the idea of a recessive trait that could be passed along unnoticed through the generations before suddenly announcing itself in a pair of blue eyes, in great height, or (the early eugenicists would soon believe) in uncommon intelligence, remained unknown to the other scientific explorers of the age, including Galton and Darwin, until 1900, sixteen years after Mendel’s death.IX

De Vries in fact had already arrived at the same basic insights that Mendel had extracted from his pea plants. By conducting crossbreeding trials with a variety of evening primrose, he established that certain factors of inheritance (soon to become known as genes) were expressions of a specific characteristic (in Mendel’s studies, for instance, the color of the flowers on his pea plants); that some of these factors are dominant and others recessive; that a dominant gene would always manifest itself in combination with a recessive gene; and that the recessive gene would nonetheless be passed along to the next generation, expressing itself only if paired with another recessive gene.

Mendel’s flowers didn’t modulate into pink or mauve or any other in-between hue; they declared themselves either entirely purple (dominant) or entirely white (recessive), which made their color a “unit character”—a specific trait determined by a single pairing of genes. The best example of a unit character in humans is color blindness, a recessive trait that has a one-in-four chance of expressing itself in a child whose parents both carry the gene that manages it. As would soon be discovered, such binary, on-off determinants were far more common in lower species than in humans.

Human genetics was not a subject of inquiry at the Station for Experimental Evolution at the time of its founding, but the selection of de Vries to inaugurate the work of Davenport’s lab was certainly an affirmation of the Mendelian revolution. Although at first resistant, Davenport soon grasped Mendel’s importance, partly through the persuasive efforts of British biologist William Bateson, one of the codiscoverers of Mendel’s lost paper, who coined the term “genetics.” Davenport understood recessive genes. Crucially, though, he got unit characters wrong—a misapprehension that would lead him and his followers down a path strewn with danger and, in time, disaster.



In the station’s early years, most of the other experimenters who came to work there were drawn by the alluring combination of Mendel’s science, Davenport’s missionary zeal, and Carnegie’s money. Ten acres adjoining the lab were soon populated by breeding menageries of sheep, cats, finches, snails, moths, and carloads of other species, along with a long line of scientists who were queued up to study them. Marine biologists set up their tanks on the first floor of the main laboratory building, ornithologists and entomologists encamped on the second, and the local people Davenport described as “interesting and intelligent neighbors” made their land available for experiments both botanical and zoological.

Davenport did everything. He prowled pet shops and animal shows to acquire breeding stock, buttonholed those interesting (and in many cases wealthy) neighbors for additional funds, and recruited “corresponding members” working in distant labs (Francis Galton accepted, but only on the condition that the appointment was strictly honorary). He also conducted his own notable studies of chickens and canaries, and began a years-long correspondence with Alexander Graham Bell about the sheep experiments Bell was conducting in Nova Scotia. “I have recently killed off all my four-nippled rams,” Bell wrote to Davenport in 1904, “retaining only rams that have six nipples” for breeding. When four-nippled culls inevitably popped up in future generations, he added, Davenport would be welcome to them.

It was the express wish of the U.S. Department of Agriculture to see animal and plant breeders working together that led to the founding of the American Breeders Association; it was the Mendelian revolution that imbued their collaboration with greater meaning. At the ABA’s first meeting, in December 1903, attendees heard papers on soybeans, sheep, corn, and teaching “thremmatology”—a recent (and blessedly short-lived) coinage denoting “the science of breeding.” At its second meeting, topics included the improvement of cigar-wrapper tobacco and the breeding of mildew-resistant sand cherries. Then, at the 1906 annual conference in Lincoln, Nebraska, eugenics finally made its public debut and the Washington Post memorialized the moment. Even in a newspapering era that held little regard for accuracy and less for subtlety, the article bore a headline guaranteed to catch the eye: SCIENCE TO MAKE MEN AND WOMEN BETTER.

The story itself wasn’t quite so sanguine about the power of science. It reported that the American Breeders Association had appointed “a committee on eugenics, the science of the breeding of man.” The committee didn’t have any answers yet, but speaking for the group, Assistant Secretary of Agriculture Willet M. Hays explained that such progress had already been made in “modifying the heredity” of plants and animals through careful crossbreeding that “the question is naturally suggested as to how heredity in man may be improved.”

By adding human breeding to its remit, the ABA began the first American effort to elevate Galtonian theory into something both programmatic and, at least as conceived, scientific. The very membership of the committee suggested heft. The chairman was naturalist David Starr Jordan, president of Stanford University. Members included Bell, as celebrated a scientist (even if his science was far removed from biology) as there was in America; Luther Burbank, the “Wizard of Horticulture” who might have been Bell’s closest rival in public esteem; the University of Chicago sociologist Charles R. Henderson; and Charles Benedict Davenport of Cold Spring Harbor, New York, who more than anyone else would bring eugenics into wide public consciousness, introduce it into the nation’s political debate, and elevate it into the realm of scientific respectability.



I. The acronym derived from the institute’s name could be considered spookily premonitory, or merely unfortunate.

II. Galton used “whitish” to describe two black men who “have lived with Whites all their lives.”

III. Galton revisited this idea in an 1884 paper, “The Weights of British Noblemen During the Last Three Generations.”

IV. Darwin himself didn’t use the term until the fifth edition of Origin of Species, published ten years after the original. The term “social Darwinism” did not gain wide currency until it was used by the American historian Richard Hofstadter in the title of his Social Darwinism in American Thought, published in 1944.

V. From The Tempest, Act IV: Prospero describes Caliban as “A devil, a born devil, on whose nature / Nurture can never stick.”

VI. Venn was not the only eponym at the congress; other attendees included John Langdon Down, who first identified the genetic syndrome that bears his name, and Joseph Lister, whose advances in sterilization were later commemorated in the names of a pathogenic bacterium. And a mouthwash.

VII. The CIW should not be confused with the better-known Carnegie Corporation (also known as the Carnegie Foundation) or the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace. After Andrew Carnegie retired from business to devote the remainder of his life to philanthropy, he endowed twenty-three separate organizations bearing his name. In 2007 the CIW rebranded itself the Carnegie Institution for Science.

VIII. Opening stanza: “There was a little blastula no bigger than a germ / Who performed invagination from his mother’s mesoderm. / And soon his nascent cilia with joy began to squirm / In ecstasy supreme.”

IX. Eighteen months before he died, Darwin received a copy of a treatise on plant hybrids by the German botanist W. O. Focke. After Darwin’s death the book was found in his library, the three pages that mention Mendel’s experiments still uncut.



Chapter Two

Thrifty, Capable Yankee Blood
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When Oliver Wendell Holmes Sr. first called his Boston peers “the Brahmin caste of New England,” he defined them gently. For “generation after generation,” Holmes wrote in 1860, this breed of “distinct organization and physiognomy” had composed a “harmless, inoffensive, untitled aristocracy.”

It’s even possible that Dr. Holmes believed that. But if the members of the deeply inbred Boston aristocracy who gathered around Beacon Hill and the Back Bay were truly harmless and inoffensive, it was partly because they perceived no wider world where harm might be inflicted or offense taken. Theirs was an intimacy of both blood and choice. They attended the same schools; they belonged to the same clubs. As children, dressed in velveteen, they all learned the quadrille at Signor Papanti’s dancing academy; as adults, traveling, they all stayed at the same hotels. “When the individuals of one group find a complete peace and happiness and fulfillment in the association with one another,” asked the narrator of John P. Marquand’s novel of Brahmin emotional austerity, The Late George Apley, “why should they look farther?” Henry Adams disagreed. Years after he permanently relocated to Washington, DC, in what could only be considered a vain attempt to flee his past, Adams identified a chronic ailment he called Bostonitis. It was, Adams wrote, an inflammation that arose from a sufferer “knowing too much of his neighbors, and thinking too much of himself.”

Grandson and great-grandson of presidents, a man whose pedigree on his father’s side was equaled in heft by the wealth that came down through his mother, Adams, in fact, approved of very little, himself included. His erudition was matched only by his cynicism, his eloquence by a sort of aesthetic dyspepsia that made him shrink into the past. Born in 1838, he nonetheless considered himself a child of the eighteenth century. By the time the twentieth century arrived and he had written the rumination on medieval Europe he called Mont Saint-Michel and Chartres, he had decided he belonged, instead, in the twelfth. But in the famous second sentence of The Education of Henry Adams, writing in the third person, Adams reached back yet further to locate himself. “Had he been born in Jerusalem under the shadow of the Temple and circumcised in the Synagogue by his uncle the high priest under the name of Israel Cohen,” he wrote, “he would scarcely have been more distinctly branded . . .” than he had been by the Boston he could never truly escape.

It was a telling image for the opening of the book that would forever define him. By the time he wrote The Education, which was published privately in 1907, Adams had succumbed to a convulsive anti-Semitism. In Paris during the treason trial of the falsely accused Alfred Dreyfus, he characterized the defendant as “a howling Jew.” A trip to Spain and Morocco led him to say he had “seen enough of Jews” and had come to the conclusion that the Spanish Inquisition was “noble.” Adams’s dear friend the statesman and diplomat John Hay, himself no ally of the new immigrants arriving on American shores, said that when Adams “saw Vesuvius reddening the midnight air he searched the horizon for a Jew stoking the fire.”

In The Education, Adams was marginally more careful with his animus. But his presentation of one particular Boston recollection might have made concrete what many of his fellow Brahmins perceived. If you try to put yourself in Adams’s place—taking into consideration his lineage, his wealth, the era in which he lived—you might be able to understand what he encountered, perhaps while crossing Boston Common. A man in his—what: twenties? thirties? fifties? It was impossible to tell. He wore a long black frock coat of cheap gabardine. His untamed beard spilled down the length of his chest, flakes of dandruff and lint and crumbs marking its path. His face, possibly pockmarked or otherwise scoured and turned ashen by malnutrition, was framed by side curls that fell to his collar. He probably smelled; a bathtub or washbasin was likely unavailable more than once a week to such a man. What Adams saw, he wrote, was “a Polish Jew fresh from Warsaw or Cracow . . . a furtive Yacoob or Ysaac still reeking of the Ghetto, snarling a weird Yiddish.” His Yacoob or Ysaac might as readily have been a Giuseppe from the parched farmland of Sicily, or perhaps a Zoltan from the crowded streets of Budapest, and they, too, might have provoked Adams’s reaction to the Polish Jew: the stranger’s presence in America, he wrote, made Adams identify with “the Indians or the buffalo who had been ejected from their heritage.” He wasn’t alone.



If Henry Cabot Lodge knew Francis Galton, the evidence is lost in the boundless and scattered correspondence of the latter and in the somewhat bowdlerized letters of the former. But Lodge—politician, scholar, memoirist, xenophobe—certainly knew Galton’s work; for one thing, they both published articles in the same journal. More to the point, though: in 1891, just months before Lodge first rose in Congress to urge limits on immigration, he used Galton-like analysis to prove the superiority of his own racial heritage. Taking inspiration from a British article that had sorted “intellect” by geography,I Lodge sifted through fifteen thousand names in a six-volume encyclopedia of American biography, sorted them by ethnicity and location, and concluded that men of English heritage from Massachusetts occupied the pinnacle of American “ability.” Conveniently, there was probably no one more English in heritage nor more firmly planted in the Massachusetts soil than Lodge himself.

There wasn’t a box on the Brahmin checklist he didn’t tick: Colonial ancestry. Cousined marriage. Generations of engagement, root and branch, with Harvard. A web of familial connections to everyone else who mattered in Boston (including Elizabeth Higginson Cabot, “the common grandmother,” as one of her descendants had it, of “Cabots, Jacksons, Lees, Storrows, Paines and other Boston families”). A family seafaring fortune derived in part from trade in opium and slaves wasn’t uncommon in Brahmin Boston, either. The subject of Lodge’s first book was his great-grandfather George Cabot, who made his name as a Federalist politician, acquired his wealth as a privateer, and forged his politics from a deep loathing for both the French Revolution and the democratic ideas of Thomas Jefferson. Thomas B. Reed, a Mainer who was Speaker of the House for six years, acknowledged that his friend Lodge arose from “thin soil, highly cultivated.” Elected to Congress in 1886, Lodge in 1892 entered the Senate, where he would serve six terms. Few politicians stood taller than Henry Cabot Lodge in the politics of late-nineteenth- and earlier-twentieth-century New England, and no one was more certain of his inborn claim to his eminence.

The most memorable accomplishment of Lodge’s career was undoubtedly his relentless and successful campaign to shatter Woodrow Wilson’s post–World War I dream by keeping the United States out of the League of Nations. But historian George E. Mowry’s precise assessment of Lodge could have applied at any point in his decades as a public figure: he was “one of the best informed statesmen of his time . . . an excellent parliamentarian [with] a mind that was at once razor sharp and devoid of much of the moral cant typical of the age.” Mowry’s appraisal of Lodge’s personality was equally acute: “He was opportunistic, selfish, jealous, condescending, supercilious. . . . Most of his colleagues of both parties disliked him, and many distrusted him.” When he was defeated for reelection to the Harvard Board of Overseers in 1890—probably as unkind a cut as someone like Lodge could suffer—a commentator said, “The fact is Mr. Lodge’s best friends . . . have been disgusted” by his dedication to his own self-interest.

Assessing his patrician bearing, another contemporary said one could “throw a cloak over Lodge’s left shoulder and he would step into a Velázquez group in the Prado and be authentic.” But reality can eclipse imagination. The superb three-quarter-length portrait of the forty-year-old Lodge that John Singer Sargent painted in 1890, eventually a prized possession of the Smithsonian’s National Portrait Gallery, captures him at the very moment he began his Galton-like search for the correlation between ethnicity and talent in that six-volume biographical dictionary. In his vested suit, the fingers of his right hand engaged with his gold watch fob, Lodge emanates a glacial hauteur, his lips tight and severe, his eyes cast with imperious disregard toward some distant point off the canvas. Studying it, you could reasonably feel that you are despoiling him by your very presence. And if the faraway look suggests that he’s contemplating the inevitable decline of aristocratic privilege, that would be appropriate as well.

The faint rosiness that Sargent applied to his cheeks provides the only clue that there might be a different Lodge—the one so loyal to his mother, to whom he wrote weekly whenever they were in different cities; so beloved by his much admired wife, Nannie (more formally: Anna Cabot Mills Davis Lodge); and so treasured by his best friend, the gregarious and companionable Theodore Roosevelt. To the public he was Mr. Lodge; to his Brahmin friends he was “Cabot.” His intimates, though, called him “Pinky,” indicating that somewhere, encased deep within this icy enclosure, there resided at least the potential for human feeling.

As much as Lodge was a creature of Boston, even more was he swaddled in the fabric of an extreme form of Anglo-Saxonism. Early Anglo-Saxon law had been the subject of his doctoral dissertation (his was one of the first PhDs in political science granted by Harvard). He divined that his own ancestry went back to the Norman invaders led by William the Conqueror in 1066. To Lodge’s mind they were unquestionably “the most remarkable of all people who poured out of the Germanic forests.”

Though his racial views came to him naturally, at least one association helped intensify them: in 1873 the editor of the North American Review, who had been his teacher at Harvard, invited Lodge to join him as assistant editor. The North American was virtually the private journal of the Brahmin intelligentsia, its circulation minuscule, its contents an expression of the worldviews of the learned Bostonians who had been its editors, among them Edward Everett, Charles Eliot Norton, and James Russell Lowell. Next in this starry line of succession was the man who offered the job to Lodge: Henry Adams, who may have seen his protégé as a potential successor. Adams valued his energy, admired his intellect, and perhaps thought Lodge could alleviate what Adams described as his own “terror”: that the North American would “die on my hands or go to some Jew.”

In the event, the North American went to a Mayflower descendant who transplanted it immediately to New York. Adams left Boston permanently for Washington, and Lodge devoted the rest of his life to politics and writing. In the late 1880s, around the same time that Francis Galton first published in the North American, Lodge returned to the magazine as an occasional contributor—most notably in an 1891 article that proclaimed it was time to “guard our civilization against an infusion which seems to threaten deterioration.” The article’s title signified what soon became Lodge’s preeminent cause: “The Restriction of Immigration.”



Henry Cabot Lodge was the perfect specimen of that class of Brahmins afflicted by Adams’s Bostonitis. Joe Lee, equally wellborn, was in most ways his opposite. They were related, of course (it was Lee who had characterized Elizabeth Higginson Cabot as their breed’s “common grandmother”), and they both laid claim to Beacon Hill, Harvard, and great wealth. (“Cabots without money are a queer species,” Lee once said.) But where Lodge was imperious, Lee had a common touch that made him the most beloved of Bostonians. The fact that Lodge, like most of his class, was a lifelong Republican and Lee an eternal Democrat barely hinted at their differences. Lee—always Joe, never Joseph—battled the era’s plutocrats, kept a copy of Marx’s Das Kapital in his bedroom, and devoted his entire adult life to the support, financial and otherwise, of the principles he believed in.

In Lee’s handsome brick house on Beacon Hill, said a friend, “not a day passed without some good deed being done it.” Among Lee’s many beneficences was the Massachusetts Civic League, which he served, said an admirer, as “founder, official head, leading spirit and generous and constant supporter” (his support included the gift of a nearby bowfront federal-era row house to serve as league headquarters). His role with the Associated Charities of Boston, Lee once said, was “Chairman of the Committee on Difficult Problems,” a description he relished. Nationally, he was known as the “Father of the American Playground,” the result of his lifelong commitment to children’s activities. He poured large sums into such organizations as Community Service of Boston and into the Kowaliga School, a training academy run by and for blacks in central Alabama, and small sums into projects as varied as the English Folk Dance Society and the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom. He forswore his interest in the family’s magnificent estate in Beverly Farms, on Boston’s North Shore, and spent summers instead in a small beach house on the South Shore, in Cohasset. His idea of entertainment was reading Emerson out loud to his children. On at least one occasion this so excited him that he felt compelled to take a walk to ease the stimulation of the experience. The first important article Lee ever published (and he published nearly as frequently as he breathed) was entitled “Expensive Living—The Blight on America.” Once, after he sent a $25,000 donation to Harvard, Lee asked a friend the next day whether it made sense for him to spend $6.50 on a mooring stone for his boat.

Boston adored him. Newspapers extolled his “helpful, sympathetic spirit,” his “brotherly smile.” He was “whimsical and unusual,” a lifelong friend recalled, “extremely original in his personality—he was just Joe, there was no one like him.” Tall and thin, bright of eye and quick to smile, he “was the life of the party without telling jokes or stories or making any effort on his part to be jolly. He was just plain pleasure to have around and lent something intangible to any occasion.”

One chronicler of New England life called Lee “Boston’s most distinguished private citizen.” This was the sort of comment that had always made him squirm and that he would usually deflect with droll self-deprecation. At one testimonial dinner, as speaker after speaker offered arias of praise, Lee turned to a companion and whispered, “They are trying to make me out a personage.”



The only elective office Joe Lee ever held was a seat on the Boston School Committee, where he could sidestep the dismal factional politics of the day to effect radical change. Soon the city’s schoolchildren had annual dental examinations and periodic physicals. Single-handedly, Lee “put the law governing the Extended Use of Schools on the books,” said his fellow committee member Judge Michael H. Sullivan. The Extended Use law effectively turned the city’s schools, previously a tumultuous clatter of Italians, Irish, Russian Jews, and innumerable other nationalities, into a shared cultural, civic, and recreational asset for all Bostonians. Debates and lectures, dance and music presentations, athletic events and other programs: Could there have been a better way of bringing together polyglot Boston, where 74 percent of the population in 1910 were either immigrants or children of immigrants?

Probably not. But if Joe Lee had truly had a choice, he would have wished the polyglot crowds out of existence, or at least out of Boston. For the one political cause to which this friend of the common man devoted the most time, money, and sheer fervor for more than twenty years was the movement to restrict immigration. When a measure was introduced in the Massachusetts legislature to provide working immigrants with evening sessions for citizenship proceedings, he called it “a vicious naturalization bill.” He feared that “all Europe” might soon be “drained of Jews—to its benefit no doubt but not to ours.” And in a letter to one of his closest associates he declared that “the Catholic Church is a great evil”; revealed his fear that the United States might “become a Dago nation”; and needed only six words to explain the necessary preventive strategy: “I believe in exclusion by race.”

    *  *  *

THE ANTI-IMMIGRANT FIRE that began to consume the energies of both Lodge and Lee in the 1890s was hardly confined to Beacon Hill, nor was it new; the country’s uncomfortable engagement with immigrants had deep roots. The Europeans flocking to America, a well-known editor wrote in 1753, “are generally the most stupid sort of their own nation,” and unless they are turned away they “will soon so outnumber us” that the English language would be imperiled. Those immigrants were German; the offended writer was Benjamin Franklin.

American xenophobia was off to a good start. For decades to come, attitudes toward immigrants formed a perfect sine wave, periods of welcoming inclusiveness alternating with years of scowling antipathy. Early on, though, nascent bias lurked behind a seemingly open door. At the Constitutional Convention in 1787, James Madison made the case for immigration as an engine of national growth and prosperity. Yet at the same time schoolchildren were learning from the ubiquitous New-England Primer to “abhor that arrant Whore of Rome,” the Catholic Church.II In the 1830s Samuel F. B. Morse, already a well-known painter but not yet celebrated as the inventor of the telegraph, published a rant titled Foreign Conspiracy Against the Liberties of the United States, assaulting the “body of foreigners . . . held completely under control of a foreign power” that had sent them here to create a Catholic theocracy. But even then, the young nation continued to absorb without evident pain the relative trickle of immigrants—by most measures barely a million, all told, in the five decades following ratification of the Constitution.

But when the Phytophthora infestans fungus devoured the Irish potato crop in the 1840s, hundreds of thousands beset by famine fled to America. Not long after, emigration from Germany accelerated in the wake of the failed revolutions of 1848. Total immigration between 1851 and 1860 alone spiked to more than 2.5 million. The response was so intense and swift that a political party devoted to an extreme form of nativism was able to elect five U.S. senators, forty-three House members, and seven governors within six years of its founding. Originally organized as the secret Order of the Star Spangled Banner, then officially known as the American Party, its more familiar name arose after members were instructed, when asked about the group, to say “I know nothing.” But the Know Nothings did not hide their goals. In Massachusetts, a Know Nothing governor was elected to three terms beginning in 1854 and led an eagerly compliant legislature to enact a law denying the vote to those who could not read and write in English—even if they had already been naturalized as citizens. To twenty-first-century eyes, any overlap between New England’s nineteenth-century abolitionists and its immigration restrictionists might appear to be counterintuitive. But among the antislavery campaigners it was not at all unlikely: many agreed with Frederick Douglass, who in 1855 condemned a system that allowed “the colored people [to be] elbowed out of employment” by European immigrants.

Labor surpluses were at the very heart of much of the restrictionism that continued to seethe throughout the rest of the nineteenth century (and would recur periodically well into the twenty-first). But when the labor market was tight, principles were loosened. During the Civil War, when the Union’s need for both the instruments of war and the men who would wage it turned surpluses into severe shortages, Abraham Lincoln asked Congress to find a way to increase immigration. The nation, he said, could tap into the “tens of thousands of persons, destitute of remunerative occupations” who were “thronging our foreign consulates and offering to emigrate to the United States.” Congress quickly obliged, passing “an act to encourage immigration” in 1864.

Operating under this authorization, the American Emigrant Company sent its agents abroad, largely to England and the Scandinavian countries, to recruit laborers on behalf of mining companies and other businesses suffering manpower shortages. Employers were obliged to pay the AEC for the immigrants’ passage across the Atlantic (a voyage conducted, the advertisements promised, “with the most careful regard to comfort and safety”), and the immigrants were obliged in turn to repay their employers from their wages. One of the founders of this venture in “contract labor”—a rather more benign term than the equally accurate “indentured servitude”—was a former senator from Connecticut; its supporters included several exemplary abolitionists who did not share Frederick Douglass’s concerns, among them Charles Sumner and Henry Ward Beecher.

Until the brief life of the 1864 act (postwar recession led to its revocation in 1868), the federal government had kept its hands off immigration policy. But by the early 1880s, two factors compelled Congress to seize control of the issue. The first—the patchwork of state laws and regulations, particularly involving per capita “head taxes” that were meant to cover the cost of newly necessary social services—was largely procedural.III The second was driven by—there’s no other word for it—race hatred.

The Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882, which halted immigration of all “skilled and unskilled [Chinese] laborers,” arose from the boiling resentment toward Chinese immigrants that dated back to their initial arrival in large numbers in the wake of the 1849 gold rush, numbers soon amplified by the railroad companies’ ravening hunger for cheap labor. (“Why should I pay a fireman six dollars a day for work that a Chinaman would do for fifty cents?” asked James J. Hill of the Northern Pacific.) As early as 1854 it was unlawful in California for a Chinese person to testify in court against a white. In 1878 the U.S. Supreme Court barred Chinese and other Asian immigrants from citizenship. The Fifteenth Amendment, enacted just eight years earlier, had eliminated race as a criterion for denying citizens the right to vote—but it said nothing about the right to citizenship itself.

Americans of the era, especially in the western states, harbored what one newspaperman called an “instinctive hatred of the Chinese,” and the 1882 law—extended in 1892, made permanent in 1902, and anchored in legislative and judicial cement until 1943—institutionalized it. It also provided implicit sanction for immigration opponents to base their arguments not solely on the labor issues that underpinned the statute but on notions of racial inferiority. American Federation of Labor president Samuel Gompers, who would hold his anti-immigration stance unflinchingly for decades (though himself an immigrant Jew from England), could say that the Chinese “have no standard of morals.” The editor of the Fresno Republican could call the Chinese “biped domestic animals in the white man’s service.” When sociologist Edward Alsworth Ross, a prominent progressive academic who would become one of the leading intellectual patrons of the immigration restriction movement, made the case for excluding Chinese laborers, he did not flinch from invoking racial characteristics: “the yellow man” is a threat to the white man, he wrote, “because he can better endure spoiled food, poor clothing, foul air, noise, heat, dirt, discomfort, and microbes. Reilly can [outwork] Ah-San, but Ah-San can underlive Reilly.”
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Thomas Nast cartoon, 1870.





The rising numbers of Chinese immigrants might have posed a problem in the western states, but to most New Englanders they might as well have been populating the moon (Henry Cabot Lodge’s idea of the West, said a political associate, was Pittsfield, Massachusetts). Boston’s eyes were cast east, toward the polyglot jumble of Austria-Hungary, the vast reaches of the Russian Empire, the impoverished villages of southern Italy. In 1882 fewer than 15 percent of European immigrants came from the regions east of Germany and south of present-day Austria. Then everything changed.

Factors both general and specific initiated the explosion in immigration that would accelerate so powerfully for the next forty years. The relative infrequency of war in the post-Napoleonic era, a decline in the infant death rate, and in some countries the gradual spread of sanitary practices had more than doubled the population of Europe in less than a century. The weblike spread of railroads across the continent had made ocean ports accessible, and the age of steam had increased the speed of transatlantic passage and the capacity of the ships making the voyage.

Those were by and large salutary changes. Others, however, were cruel. In 1881 the assassination of Czar Alexander II became the ostensible justification for an unchecked wave of pogroms inflicted on Jews in the Russian Empire, compounding the already straitened circumstances that had long circumscribed their lives. The anti-Semitic May Laws of 1882 placed restrictions on the right of Jews to settle in certain areas and on their freedom to conduct business. By one estimate, total Russian Jewish immigration to the United States in the 1880s leapt to 140,000, a sevenfold increase from the previous decade. In southern Italy, desperate poverty and the remnants of medieval vassalage were made combustible by a cholera epidemic that killed more than 50,000 and provoked widespread panic and flight. In 1877 only 3,600 Italians immigrated to the United States; by 1887 the annual number had increased more than twelvefold. In the same period, Polish immigration multiplied by fifteen times, Hungarian by twenty-six. Greeks, Serbs, Slovaks, Ukrainians, Albanians, Ruthenians—it was as if all of eastern Europe were emptying out. In 1888 the American Economic Association, taking note, announced a prize contest: $150 for the best essay on “The Evil Effects of Unrestricted Immigration.”

It was around this same time that patrician Bostonians took note of the changing nature of immigration and realized that this new wave was different from the earlier one they had experienced—and they had hardly tolerated that one. The first refugees from the Irish potato famine had begun to arrive in Boston Harbor in 1845. Ten years later, the city was 20 percent Irish. In the eyes of the Unitarian abolitionist Theodore Parker—he was one of the so-called Secret Six who financed John Brown’s raid on Harpers Ferry—the “American Athens” was becoming the “American Dublin.” Charles Francis Adams Jr., Henry’s older brother, railed against universal suffrage, predicting a “government of ignorance and vice [dominated by] a European, and especially Celtic, proletariat on the Atlantic Coast.”IV Charles Eliot Norton—a man of unchallenged cultivation and worldliness, friend to Charles Darwin, committed reformer, admired scholar—wistfully invoked the “higher and pleasanter level” of New England “before the invasion of the Irish.” But in 1884 Boston elected its first Irish mayor, and only those afflicted by a willful social blindness could not see the city’s political future.

Still, as conscious of (and even as repelled by) the Irish as the Brahmins were, they knew them, or at least believed that the relationship between an employer and his servants yielded meaningful knowledge. That both groups spoke the same language was not an uncomplicated truth; on the other side of the Atlantic, their respective forebears had been locked in the uneasy embrace of colonizer and colonized since the time of Henry VIII. But when one insulted the other, which they did with equal passion, translation was unnecessary.

Then came Adams’s furtive, reeking, snarling Yacoob and Ysaac. And Giuseppe and Luigi and Mario, Janos and Miloslav and Leszek. The so-called new immigration from eastern and southern Europe that began to gather momentum in the early 1880s would change Boston nearly as much as the Irish immigration had. By 1900 more than 400,000 Bostonians, out of a population of 560,000, had at least one foreign-born parent. The city’s North and West Ends became swarming hives of strange sounds, strange smells, strange people. African Americans had lived in the West End for decades, and though abolitionist ardor rarely extended to any commitment to social equality, the city’s black population was at least familiar. The newcomers were an invasive species. “No sound of English, in a single instance, escaped their lips,” an astonished Henry James wrote after visiting Boston for the first time in twenty years. The recent Italian immigrants James encountered on Boston Common were “gross little aliens.” Sociologist Frederick A. Bushee was horrified: “There are actually streets in the West End, while Jews are moving in, negro housewives are gathering up their skirts and seeking a more spotless environment.”

The poverty that had compelled the immigrants to leave their homelands and endure a transatlantic crossing in steerage was nearly unimaginable. In his futurist novel Looking Backward, published in 1888, Edward Bellamy describes his time traveler, Julian West, encountering “pale babies gasping out their lives amid sultry stenches, of hopeless faced women deformed by hardship.” When Julian tries to bring this “festering mass of human wretchedness” to the attention of a group of wealthy Bostonians gathered at an elegant dinner party in a Commonwealth Avenue mansion, barely a mile away from “streets and alleys that reeked with the effluvia of a slave ship’s between-decks,” they are indifferent. “Do none of you know what sights the sun and stars look down on in this city,” he cries, “that you can think and talk of anything else? Do you not know that close to your doors a great multitude of men and women, flesh of your flesh, live lives that are one agony from birth to death?”

They did not. Dr. Richard Clarke Cabot—another cousin of both Lodge and Lee—was a staff physician at Massachusetts General Hospital (and taught social ethics at Harvard on the side). MGH was perched at the edge of the West End, and a typical day would bring thirty patients through his office. On one such day, Cabot experienced a sort of Brahmin epiphany. “Abraham Cohen, of Salem Street, approaches, and sits down to tell me the tale of his sufferings,” Cabot wrote. “The chances are ten to one that I shall look out of my eyes and see, not Abraham Cohen, but a Jew; not the sharp clear outlines of this unique sufferer, but the vague, misty composite photograph of all the hundreds of Jews who in the past ten years have shuffled up to me with bent back and deprecating eyes. I see a Jew,—a nervous, complaining, whimpering Jew,—with his beard upon his chest and the inevitable dirty black frock-coat flapping about his knees. I do not see this man at all. I merge him in the hazy background of the average Jew.”

Cabot’s sudden awakening was profound in its effect. He would soon bring the first Jewish doctors onto MGH’s staff (when the hospital was already 101 years old, he noted dyspeptically), and also served as head of the medical staff at the city’s first Jewish hospital. But his encounter with Mr. Cohen of Salem Street illustrated the relationship between the old Boston and the new. To wellborn Bostonians of the 1880s and 1890s, the immigrants in their midst were simultaneously invisible and in plain sight. “The trouble with Boston,” Charles Francis Adams Jr. insisted, “is that there is no current of outside life everlastingly flowing in and passing out.” The presence of the immigrants was palpable, but their substance was not.

*  *  *

“THE DUDE OF NAHANT”V—that’s what Henry Cabot Lodge was called early in his public life, after both his manner and the narrow finger of land north of Boston that he considered his “ancestral acres.” Other epithets quickly adhered to him as he began to climb the political ladder, first as a member of the Massachusetts legislature, then in his campaigns for Congress in the 1880s: “Lah-de-Dah” Lodge, “the Silver Spoon Young Man.” But it would be unfair to suggest that Lodge was nothing more than a pampered aristocrat who wore his narrow racism as securely as he did the eight-button vest in Sargent’s portrait. The same sort of reform instincts that inspired Joe Lee harmonized with something deep within the Brahmin soul and resonated with Lodge as well. Seeming contradictions occupied the same mind comfortably. Celebrant of inherited privilege, Lodge was also Congress’s most fervent advocate for the meritocracy of the civil service. “Although rich by any standard,” a biographer wrote, “he had an aristocratic disdain for what were called in that day ‘robber barons.’ ” Assailant of the immigrant “other,” Lodge’s advocacy of black voting rights was unshakable.

Still, the posture Lodge assumed when, in 1891, he began his campaign for the mandatory use of a literacy test to screen out unworthy immigrants was a peculiar one. The idea of a literacy test was initially put forward by Edward W. Bemis, a socialist economist and labor union advocate, in an obscure Massachusetts theological journal. Bemis was not above a little Anglo-Saxon chest-thumping (“vigorous New England stock . . . hardy yeomanry . . . best elements of English life”) but his argument was in both its general thrust and its particulars almost exclusively economic: the immigration of unskilled workers lowered American wages. A literacy test requiring the immigrant to prove he could read in his native language was the surest way to weed out those unfit for anything but manual labor.

That apparently sounded useful to the well-tuned ears of an adept politician. The overriding reason for such a law, Lodge wrote in the North American Review, was to serve “as a protection and a help to our workingmen, who are more directly interested in this great question than any one else can possibly be.” When he introduced federal legislation mandating a literacy test for immigrants in February 1891, he asked the Congressional Record to append the article to his remarks from the House floor. It contained a litany of phrases that might have come from an American Federation of Labor brochure: “unskilled labor . . . flood of low-class labor . . . absolutely destroy good rates of wages . . . tendency toward a decline in wages . . . pulling down the wages of the working people . . . reducing the rates of wages . . . maintain the rate of American wages . . .” The Lah-de-Dah Dude of Nahant was now Henry Cabot Lodge, Friend of Labor.
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A typical characterization of an Italian immigrant, from 1892.



Unlike Edward Bemis, though, Lodge was not content to let economics alone bear the burden of his desires. He knew that literacy rates in the impoverished regions of southern Italy and parts of the Jewish Pale of Settlement in western Russia and adjacent lands were exceedingly low, and thus exceedingly useful. “The immigration of people of those races which contributed to the settlement and development of the United States,” he said from the well of the House, “is declining in comparison with that of races far removed in thought and speech and blood from the men who have made this country what it is.” He wanted to “sift the chaff from the wheat.” America’s problems, he said, were “race problems.” If he’d had a copy of his recently published history of Boston at hand, he could have shared with his colleagues a sentiment he expressed in its pages with startling frankness: “Race pride or race prejudice, or whatever it may be called . . . has long since ceased to be harmful.” And, he added with a complacent flourish, “it has had other effects which have been of very real value.”

The comprehensive immigration bill Congress passed that session did not contain Lodge’s literacy test. Even so, the 1891 law was a landmark as imposing as the expanded immigration center on Ellis Island scheduled to open at the end of the year. The law formally placed all immigration policy and enforcement under federal control; ordered deportation of aliens who entered the country illegally; and provided for the rejection of “idiots, insane persons . . . persons suffering from a loathsome or a dangerous disease,” and various other undesirables, including polygamists. These were added to the list of those barred under previous laws, mainly convicts, paupers, and the equally despised Chinese.

To Lodge and others like him, the 1891 act was insufficient. But the debate did provide respectable cover for the expansion of anti-immigrant sentiment. Fearful of a multiplying “foreign vote,” the editors of The Nation warned that stricter tests needed to be applied either at the port of departure or the port of arrival, for if the immigrant “is once let loose, all precautions about him are idle.” The New York Times reported darkly on a violent “secret Polish society” in the Shenandoah Valley. A mob in New Orleans lynched eleven Italian immigrants, reputedly members of the Mafia, who had been accused—and then acquitted—of the murder of the city’s police chief. (Lodge shook an admonitory finger at the rioters but insisted that “such acts as the killing of these eleven Italians do not spring from nothing without reason or provocation” —namely “the utter carelessness with which we treat immigration in this country.”) Months later, when a few young Russian Jews were hired at a New Jersey glass factory, its workers embarked on three days of xenophobic riots.
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Thomas Nast cartoon, 1871: Catholic prelates perceived as amphibious beasts.



The financial panic that gripped the country that same year enabled the anti-Catholic American Protective Association to attain a membership approaching a million. The organization had been founded in Iowa in 1887 by a small-town lawyer convinced that Jesuits were “winding their fingers long and bony around the throat of this nation.” When a crowd of restrictionists was elected to Congress in 1894, the APA could claim plausible credit. For the literacy test—and for Lodge—the winds could not have been more favorable.

    *  *  *

ON MAY 31, 1894, the day the Immigration Restriction League was born in a law office in downtown Boston, more than two thousand Italian immigrants gathered just a hundred yards away in historic Faneuil Hall, the “Cradle of Liberty,” to address a number of the problems they faced in their new country. Seven different immigrant organizations were represented. The main address in English was delivered by the secretary of the Massachusetts Society for Promoting Good Citizenship, who said, “As an American I desire to call attention of the city of Boston to the many abuses which these poor people have to suffer.”

The young men who met that same afternoon in the nearby law office on State Street thought such attention misplaced. This proved to be especially so for three of them, who would play instrumental roles in the organization created that day. All three had been classmates not only at Harvard (Class of ’89) but before that at G. W. C. Noble’s Classical School for Boys on Beacon Hill. All three were situated culturally, socially, and economically at the interlocked, self-contained, and impermeable center of the Boston patriciate. The meeting had been initiated by Robert DeCourcy Ward, whose ancestors had arrived in Boston with John Winthrop in 1630. Prescott Farnsworth Hall was part of what his wife described as one of “the old-time families [who] spent the winters in Boston and summers in Brookline”—which is to say that they would pack off for the country each June . . . and travel four miles west. But that signified wealth, not lineage, and Hall felt the need to establish his “old-time” credibility by invoking his direct descent from Charlemagne. The third cofounder, Charles Warren, needed only to trace his ancestry back to at least three passengers on the Mayflower.

As young as they were, Ward, Warren, and Hall were not without other distinctions. Ward, Harvard’s first professor of climatology, joined the faculty in 1891, at twenty-four. Later in life Warren would win the Pulitzer Prize for The Supreme Court in United States History. Hall never attained his classmates’ level of eminence, but this was not for want of effort; he engaged in several of the reform movements of the day and wrote books on landlord-tenant law. Apart from the restriction cause, Hall’s other passions included Wagnerian opera, Rosicrucianism, miraculous healing, and what he called “psychical research.” A lifelong depressive and insomniac raised by his invalid mother “like a hothouse plant” (said Hall’s wife), he was socially awkward, detached, unworldly. But of the three, he would make the greatest commitment to immigration restriction. One of his colleagues said “he did the work of ten men” to advance the cause.

Judging by Warren’s brief minutes of the first few meetings, one could explain the formation of the IRL with an adage common to the era: “no two Bostonians could have an idea in common without forming a club around it.” The league’s founders, none older than twenty-seven, might puff their chests with pride in their philosophical commitment (as the IRL constitution phrased it) to “the further judicious restriction or stricter regulation of immigration.” But if anything material was to come of it, they would have to reach beyond their own youthful circle.
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wrdm" to whether the grade for the special ability, the aversion, or the lack, as the casc may be, is some-
what below medium, or is strilingly low. Absence of underscoring or striking out implies no consideration
of the trait in the person,

FAMILY
o B Gy e el G M&% o]l

INDIVIDUAL, A- Hosronv y 7
2. Full name of individual (maiden name if a married woman )o@,d_u\. “GMM @M
4. Date of birth .. - (887 . 5 Location on the Pedigree Chart: Generation No. _.JLL__; Individual No.

(i chart is not plotted, relation to some central figure of the family tree)

7. Principal residences b

8 If living, present address L : : B

9. If married, to whom .. = No. of sons ..cze...., No. of daughters

10, Education: nadsede] /1206 ;. ko brocn. ol ,@ﬂ,lfzz.{

1r. Church membership: a% 12. Participation in church activitics .. Q0.0

13. Occupations—including a record of pus'kions held and special achievements at successive ages:
SM -ecadda ) rx L9008,

14. Success in life—below, comjensur;m: _with, or !above opportunities :

15. If dead, date of (or age at) death: . 16. Cause of death: .

17. Additional biography: (Home life, early moral environment, opportunities, etc.)
o Cale. aueh 78 23 S

B—TRAITS. I—PHYSICAL
18, Native country and racial stock of cach of the four grand-parents.
(a) Native country and province, state o town, regardless of blood or stock:

Fr.Fhikedss ot FM.WMM.S& MF &ace-Co. 12 enstipdins, MM

(b) Racial stock or blood, regardcss of wherg bofs o 2 .

FF.E s FM. EW MF(fas, A MM ’

(e.9., Exflish, Scotch, South Trish, Gefman, French, Walloon, e\&sh, South Italian, Jewish-Spa serman-Dutch,

English-Ttalian-Dutch, or the like).

10. Complexion (or skin color), (underscore) : blond, intermediate, brunet. 20. Eye color (underscorc) : clear bluc, blue
with brown spots, yellow bluc, brown, red brown, black.

21, Hair form (underscore) : gtraight, wavy, curly, frizzy, wooly.

22 Hair color (before greying), (underscore) : fuxos, yellowbrown, light-bromm, gm brown, black, aubucs, clear—red;
red_brown, 23. Height (without shoes) 4. inches, at years of age. 24. Weight at bir
L faupounds; weight..L.83.....pounds at..2.5-....years (aduli—sr present) of age. 25. History of change of weight
during adult Tife: NG gl L1]... 3 dosaandte. L9132, ;

26. Hlsln&y (date or age) of falliny hair (baldness). 7. Of tuming grey. WLW ]

S dAfe. B 28, Of failing or defective by : o 2. Of taiing or deiect
ive vision. XL enddta. 116 0 tooth decay @utlance. s Of
failing strength . wevwn .. 32. Eating: Amount (undérscore)» o e, R
too little. Balance of rations (underscore) : nroﬁ poor._Mastication (underscore) : thorough, medium, little, “bots
faod” 33 Habitual exercise: Kind Wad > ~ Amount (underscore) : too much, optimym, t00 -
[ 94 Los iscases o which there b Emn Tiatflity :) Tand e fidaz ke .’,.Cm%f
acnte illness: M

ring

0. Natural voic

41

2 eme il
Ghromic-tiseases: ... U T
37. Surgical operations (kind, age of p.mcm elc) N‘Vu.
38. Describe any natural defect, deformity, or birth-mark...
39. Condition of speech: Enunciation (underscore)—clear, hm mmwnvg Meﬁnr

Tn speaking i—Strength - Quality DaseXaakivg

In singing trength Register .

Use of hands (undegscore) ; right-handed, left “bandé, ambidextrous. 4 y to do (ot habit of doing) mmu,u /

fabor : Kind best adapfel &y z < ¢, Samadaa b dirallh b m
43, Grade (underscoring) in: physical sttength, . " muscular_codrdination, ghysical endurance.
44. Natural walking gait (underscm’ : i ate, lei: Describe any marked physical

prowess or athletic ability 46. Sense of equilibrium (under-

score) : subject fo sea-sickness, nausea from swinging, dizzy at height. 47. Sense of direction: How casily lost

48. Grade, by underscoring, natural acuteness or dullness of the special sopses
(@) sx_. @ b_ci_uh& (s) taste, (d) smell, (¢) touch. 40 Other physical traits : 1=
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