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This book is for my dear friends Bud Freeman and Bob Connelly, both great jazzmen.




Preface


The reason for this book is simple: nothing like it has ever been done in the sense of a social history based solely upon personalities. Chicago, unlike the great cities of the East, has a wholly unstructured and “unofficial” history. Its existence, from swamp to metropolis, is sketchily recorded in fragments and those fragments have been created out of its personalities, living and dead, the very reason why Chicago is known elsewhere by slender but hot images that deal exclusively with its most outstanding citizens. The rest is crowd.


The individuals who lionized, defamed, and exalted the image of Chicago did so generously (and greedily) to immortalize themselves, for they struggled out of the crowd to become Chicago. There is no strict caste system in Chicago as in New York and Philadelphia and Boston; Chicagoans are innocent immigrants, no matter what their economic level. To be sure, there are the haves and have-nots, but socially, Chicago remains as it has always been—a polyglot mass from which a few in each generation emerge to establish reputations, either for good or evil, fiercely, desperately different than the crowd. That emergence is the heart of this book.


Chicago is, indeed, Horatio Alger with brass knuckles, indefatigable dreams, murderous passions, a city essentially like its weather, without compromise, its residents clinging to the image of any fellow citizen who has punched, pushed, or persuaded his way free of the crowd, from the posturing multimillionaire insurance tycoon W. Clement Stone, to the gesturing multimillionaire crime czar Al Capone, both great success stories. Success, infinitely more than noble or artistic failure, is the fabric of Chicago’s trench coat.


It is a cruel city, but not heartless or anonymous as is New York. It enjoys being tough and insists upon winning. Ironically, its sports teams do not win yet receive fanatical support, a loyalty that lingers by virtue of only one hope—winning, and to hell with the game!


Many a winner leaves Chicago, strutting off to New York, or slinking with fat bankrolls earned in Chicago to the hazy heat of the West Coast. Those who stayed did so because they were rooted by ongoing empire exclusively generated in Chicago. And many who stay live as hermits, incognito from the crowd, husbanding their fortunes as did their grandfathers, hiding in the shadows of their achievments. The businessmen mostly stay in Chicago, the artists invariably flee. Chicago, it tells itself in ritual chant each dawn, is business, commerce, industry, money. Art, the city carps at dusk, is that nagging, dirty-faced, and unemployable stepchild babbling ridiculous ambitions.


Ben Hecht, who chronicled Chicago’s wild and willful ways for a boisterous decade, knew this to be true. He departed the city permanently for Broadway fame, yet always uttered fond nostalgia for the city, once lamenting; “We should have never left Chicago.” However, when the author questioned him on this in 1959, he blurted; “Are you kidding? I had to get out—I had to survive!”


In Chicago the insurance companies, the banks, the food processors survive and flourish. The city government, the last true vestige of real Chicago as most love to remember it, continues to stumble happily into blatant corruption and idiotic management, preserving for the world the stereotyped profile of cigar-chomping bossism. The crowd has always given an approving wink at the personalities of this bellowing realm, demonstrating a perverse pride in the shoddy reputations of its lawmakers and managers, quoting those immortal words of the late alderman Paddy Bauler, “Chicago ain’t ready for reform!”


For years Richard J. Daley was staunchly supported because “he made Chicago the city that works,” a thought that brings to mind the line about how “Mussolini made the trains run on time!” It was the same enlightened Mayor Daley who once enthusiastically suggested that the city tear down the Water Tower on Michigan Avenue, that great surviving ediface of the Chicago Fire of 1871, and replace it with a parking lot.


There is (The cretinous inclinations of Babbitt aside) much to love in the city of Chicago. Its physical appearance, its architecture, its parks are distinctive glories reflecting the city’s stubborn individualism in spite of the crowd. For all its predictable Capones, Chicago continues to produce from the crowd spectacular Louis Sullivans and marvelous Helen Kellers, larger in life, more vital and important than a city seen through a museum case displaying its convenient reputation. These are the memorable ones who make up the actual history of America’s giant inland city, perpetuate its name, pump its blood, think its thoughts—bronze statues that move.


Jay Robert Nash


Chicago, 1981




Acknowledgments


I would like to thank Judy Anetsberger for her great help in research and in the overall production of this book. My deepest gratitude also goes to my tireless typist Sandy Horeis.


Great help in my search for graphics for this book was provided by Bill Kelly of the Associated Press (Wide World), Arthur S. Levine, Bernard Van Marm, and Thomas Buckley.


For special collections of records, correspondence, and memorabilia, I would like to thank Edgar Krebs; Phil Krapp; Neil H. Nash; Jack Jules Klein, Jr.; Hand Oettinger; Art Kluge; Bruce Spivey; Jim and Edie McCormick; Neal and Joan Amidei; Curt Johnson; Marc Davis; Bob Abel; and Mike La Velle.


In addition to my own library of fifty-thousand books, plus more than a quarter of a million files, I consulted Chicago’s many fine libraries, where the staff personnel proved most helpful. These include Joseph C. Lutz of the Chicago Public Library (downtown branch), the staff of the Newberry Library, the staff of the Joseph Regenstein Library of the University of Chicago, the staff of the Northwestern University Library, the staff of the John Crerar Library of IIT, and the Chicago Historical Society.




PEOPLE TO SEE




1


News Maniacs


“Low, filthy, and disgusting, displaying not the least trace of comfort.” With these stinging but a pt words visiting geologist William H. Keating described the boggy village that was Chicago in 1823. The boom town’s first newspapermen—Chicago was and is fundamentally a newsman’s newspaper city—did their utmost to retain the repugnant image set forth by geologist Keating. Far from the lofty motives and ideals prodding the founders of most newspapers in the East, Chicago’s press was almost always self-serving, nepotistic, and downright greedy, not to exclude dangerous, libelous, and ofttimes treasonable.


The “me first” posture of Chicago’s fledgling newsmen was wholly in keeping with a frontier town that danced in the mud of its swamps, prided itself on having more saloons than homes at its founding, and reveled in corruption, proving that the real heathens in this unsanitary marsh were those white settlers who trekked to the shores of Lake Michigan to make, borrow, or steal their future fortunes. The ambitions of twenty-five-year-old John Calhoun, who had apprenticed in New York as a printer’s devil, were wholly in keeping with the 200-odd husky souls who had erected by 1833 forty-three makeshift cabins along the Chicago River. When he arrived that year with a small press and battered boxes of type, Calhoun was determined to begin Chicago’s first newspaper. His was not the concern of bringing the national news to Chicago’s inhabitants; the tardy mails from the East would eventually provide that. Calhoun’s sole purpose for publishing his Weekly Democrat ostensibly was to promote the cause of his idol President Andrew Jackson and fanatically further his own political career.


O Strutting Pioneers


Calhoun’s Democrat, published in a one-room shack at the comer of what is now South Water and Clark streets, was a six-column, four-page infant that screamed into birth on November 26, 1833. The publisher hooted Jacksonian philosophy from the first, but the residents didn’t seem to mind. By the following year, the office-seeking Calhoun had 700 of the 800 inhabitants of the city subscribing to his paper at $2.50 a year, a mean price for those days. The sledding was rough. Calhoun’s wife was pressed into service when the help ran off to trap beaver, and that good woman spent much of her time reading proofs and smoothing out the deep impressions in the paper with an iron.


[image: Long John Wentworth whoran Chicago’s first newspaper forhis own political ambitions.]


Chicagoan Thomas O. Davis cried enough at Calhoun’s monopoly of the press and began his own newspaper, the American, in 1835, mostly to combat the Jackson organ with one that stumped the politics of Henry Clay and the new Whig party. The press competition grew so stiff that to support himself, Calhoun finally decided to run for public office after offering his paper for sale. His successor, at about the time of his decision, was sleeping in the forests outside of Michigan City, Indiana, sixty miles distant from brawling Chicago.


It was October 1836 and a 6-foot-6 inch Bunyanesque fellow named, quite naturally, Long John Wentworth decided that he could not rest in the stagecoach that had rattled him unmercifully during the long trip from his native New Hampshire. He yelled up to the driver to halt and alighted to curl up inside the wilderness for a long sleep. Awakening, Wentworth, whose lanky frame would some day fill out to a behemoth 300 pounds (“My tailor doesn’t measure, he surveys me,” he would later chuckle), took off his shoes—fourteen inches in length, five inches in width—and slung them over his shoulder. He began to walk the final sixty miles to Chicago along the marshy beaches of Lake Michigan carrying a jug of whiskey with him, not for his stomach, but to massage his burning feet.


Long John entered Chicago in legend—the twenty-one-year-old went immediately to the Sauganash Tavern where he devoured six complete dinners and drank two gallons of beer. Brandy, however, was soon to become Wentworth’s favorite spirit and he downed from a pint to a quart every day for the remainder of his robust life. The young giant’s life-style was in keeping with the nomadic, unregulated pioneers roaming early Chicago. He would never live by the bells. He roared, “I never did and never will live on time. Got no use for call bells, dinner bells, or alarm clocks. My doctrine is this: eat when you’re hungry, drink when you’re thirsty, sleep when you’re sleepy, and get up when you’re ready.” Wentworth lived up to that credo with a vengeance, preferring the luxuries—such as they were—of Chicago’s rough hotels rather than those afforded him in his later-constructed Summit home. Time being money and opportunity was emphasized by Wentworth in the horrendous meals which he planned in advance every day of his life, checking off those dishes—sometimes as many as forty different servings—he preferred from hotel menus. He considered any time spent waiting to be served as inexcusably wasteful.


Dartmouth trained for law, Wentworth was no sooner the star boarder in Murphy’s rooming house than he was approached by a fellow New Hampshire man, one Horatio Hill, who had purchased the shaky Democrat from John Calhoun for a mere $2,800. Since Hill was returning East, would Long John deign to take over the role of acting editor of the paper? Would he!


Wentworth hurled himself into the back-breaking work of running the Democrat without hesitation, promoting himself, as had Calhoun, into a powerful political position that would eventually vault him into the office of mayor. Although a stickler for gathering newsworthy items for his paper and a lobbyer in editorials for improved living and harbor conditions, Wentworth’s chief news topic was Wentworth. So much print did he squander on his own activities that rival newsmen grew disgusted with him. Carped William Walters editor of the Illinois State Registerin one editorial directed to the ambitious giant, “Nearly one half of your paper is occupied with your own movings and doings.”


Long John’s reactions to such criticism was no different than his response to those who took issue with his press statements even to the point of threatening the still-fashionable duel. When Wentworth wrote an editorial defending the local Indians, a certain Captain David Hunter stomped into the Democrat’s offices where he slammed two pistols onto the editor’s desk and bellowed, “I challenge you, John Wentworth!” Long John leaned slowly back in his chair, stretched his enormous frame, and, much to Hunter’s red-faced chagrin, let loose a gut full of laughter. (Hunter’s version of the confrontation had it that he had placed empty pistols on Wentworth’s desk and that the self-serving editor cringed and begged off, a tale which tickled Tom Davis of the competing American so much that he labeled Long John a “laughable dupe of full fears and empty pistols.”)


Job printing was more lucrative for Long John than revenue generated by his Democrat; he grew rich and powerful as Chicago’s official printer, gleaning hefty payments for all of the city’s printing needs as well as being paid by the county for publishing tax bills and receiving handsome payments from the federal government for listing all mail at the post office awaiting pick up by residents. Shrewd as he was affable, Wentworth’s policy was to obtain payment for all his services, the least of which was his advertising space, before bestowing any favors upon grubbing politicians. In this way, he built up his power among the jostling political ranks until, in 1857, he muscled his way into City Hall as the mayor. Wentworth, in July 1861 while he was enjoying his second term as Chicago’s chief executive, grew tired of his newspapering and sold the Democrat, a thriving daily since 1840, to the already powerful Tribune which had been publishing since June 1847, the sixth daily to be founded.


Exactly what the Tribune had been publishing was open to gun-toting debate. Run by several merchants at its inception, the Tribune was originally a Know-Nothing rag (subscribing to the Know-Nothing party philosophy, which was sort of an America-first credo; its members, operating secretly for fear of reprisal, answered, “I know nothing,” to all inquiries about their beliefs). Its columns oozed xenophobia, and, in addition to spewing out hate for all foreigners, the Tribune was unswerving in its opposition to all Roman Catholics.


When Joseph Medill and five partners took over the Tribune eight years after its founding, the new editors eased away from the antiforeign and anti-Catholic stances, but retained, since Medill was a teetotaler, the paper’s unflinching battle for temperance. The Canadian-born Medill sold his Cleveland Leader and used the proceeds to buy into the Tribune which was then printed on a horse-powered Adams press driven by an old blind horse plodding around a revolving shaft to which it was yoked.


The thirty-two-year-old Medill was an unbending, taciturn type who sported a grandfather’s beard early in life and never shaved it off. His appearance could best be described as somber. Tall, stoop-shouldered, this dynamo of early Chicago journalism was always seen in the same apparel: a black frock coat, spring tie, and black fedora. He always wore knee boots during the daytime and carpet slippers in the house.


According to his own paper, Medill “hated drunkenness because he hated anything that was stronger than a man.” Such was Medill’s disdain for drink that he became an ardent sponsor of what was then known as the Keeley Cure, an early day alcoholic recovery program located in Dwight, Illinois, for which the abstemious editor did free advertising. According to historian Ernest Poole, Medill “told his managing editor to send any drunks on the staff down to Dwight to take the cure.” The creator of Chicago’s memorable Mr. Dooley, Finley Peter Dunne, afterwards a guiding light for the Tribune, once complained that “the only way to keep your job on the Tribune is to go to Keeley’s!”


[image: Archconservative owner of the Tribune, Joseph Medill almost single-handedly put Llncoln into the White House.]


[image: Tribune humorist and creator of “Mr. Dooley,” Finley Peter Dunne complained of Medill’s teetotaling.]


Medill’s rabid crusade against booze often backfired. In the early 1880s, the editor attempted to get the saloons of Chicago closed on Sunday which created so much public furor that the Sunday-open saloon was permanently established. The sanctimonious Medill was responsible for one of the most ostentatious flexing of religious muscle when, on Sunday, May 21, 1887, the Tribune printed, in addition to its regular issue, a “revised edition” of the New Testament, complete. (The “revisions” to Holy Scripture undoubtedly sprang from the bubbling wellsprings that inspired Joe Medill.)


Faithfully, Medill’s lips never touched spirits until physicians insisted he take a thimbleful of digitalis to speed up his heart in later years. By then, states Wayne Andrews in “Battle for Chicago, Medill was easy prey for doting doctors, a last-legs period when “he was stone deaf and never without his ear trumpet.”


Any of Medill’s reporters who smoked sparingly or not at all—the sternfaced editor’s tobacco intake was limited to one cigar a week—or fought off the stomach-quivering compulsion to gamble, remained within the good graces of the chief. Medill violently opposed card playing and saw no use in the stock market or Board of Trade, as “it only encouraged gambling,” according to his grandson and eventual successor Colonel Robert R. McCormick. A man of no hobbies, a rather curious curmudgeon who never exercised, Medill also scorned all athletics and only while he was away on trips could his editors manage to sneak copy into the Tribune regarding sports activities of any kind; thus did the paper surreptitiously build up its sports page. (Fine arts in Chicago also struggled for space in the Tribune; its first music critic George R. Uptmas disguised himself from both readers and Medill by writing under the name Peregrine Pickle.)


Much can be said of Medill as a scrupulous newsman and innovator in his mercurial profession. He was one of the first editorial lights in the country to openly oppose slavery. Almost single-handedly he formed the Western Associated Press and compelled the AP of New York to provide better service to midwestern dailies. But his driving ambition was to be the leading political voice in Chicago and throughout the Midwest.


Through Medill an obscure back country lawyer named Abraham Lincoln was promoted into a national political figure and the subsequent birth of the Republican party was largely spanked into existence by the archconservative editor. The Tribune supported almost every measure Lincoln took during his administrations, Joe Medill only once exploding at a Lincoln edict. During the Civil War, Chicago, beyond any other city of its size in the land, contributed more men to the Union army. Yet Washington upped the city’s quota halfway through the conflict. Medill’s response was one of wrath. He went to Washington to thunder at Lincoln that the quota was too high.


“This is coward’s talk, Medill,” Lincoln told the publisher. “Your Tribune has done more for recruiting than any other paper in the West, yet now you cry that your city be spared when our whole cause is in desperate need! Go home and send me those men!” Medill went home and the Tribune let loose an avalanche of appeals, directives, and screams for more recruits. Lincoln got his men, 28,000 all told from Chicago’s population of 156,000.


Public loyalty to Lincoln and the cause of the Union did not interfere with Medill’s private dreams of grandeur, thoughts he put to paper that revealed him to be no less than a spectacular warmonger and racist. In one letter to his brother William, who was then serving in the Union army, Joe Medill gushed out his thoughts of an American empire.


War and more war was the only answer to America’s future, Medill thought. Medill wrote, “It is very possible that we shall have two wars when this one is ended—one to clear the British out of Canada and the other to clear the French out of Mexico. This continent belongs to the Free American Race and they are bound to have it, every inch of it, including the West Indian islands. We have got a taste of blood and learned the art of war and our tremendous strength and exhaustless resources. Our navy will domineer the seas and our army the continent. The insults received from England must be wiped out. . . . And as to France, she has taken a mean and cowardly advantage of this nation to crush poor Mexico. . . . We shall permit no nation to abuse Mexico but ourselves. We claim the right to turn her up on Uncle Sam’s knee and spank her bottom for not behaving herself. . . .


“In future wars black and yellow men will be used freely to fight. We will not be so careful about spilling the blood of niggers . . . . How easy for us to hold the South with black troops who love the North and are devotedly loyal. . . . The tree of liberty must be watered by the blood of patriots at least once in every three generations.”


William Medill, a few weeks after receiving his brother’s letter, watered that tree with his own blood, killed by a minie ball at Williamsport, Maryland.


Medill’s devotion to Lincoln and the Union cause indirectly benefited the editor’s scribbling minions. It was no secret to the bickering journalistic fraternity in Chicago that many correspondents of the city’s press covering the war near the front lines found favor and funds by writing complimentary articles about certain Union officers. Of these enterprising scribes, according to New York Times correspondent Franc B. Wilkie, the most exceptional was Medill’s hand-picked reporter, one Albert H. Bodman. Though he received only $16-a-week salary, Bodman heaped praise on several Union commanders at the front around Memphis, Tennessee, in dispatches that appeared in full gloat in the Tribune. For such marvelous publicity, this Tribune man was paid off by being allowed to purchase cotton dirt-cheap and sell it in the North for enormous profits. One such deal netted Bodman $22,000.


Paradoxically, where Medill appeared to be the shining abolitionist, he was also the front man for big business. The common worker was a subject guaranteed to throw Medill into instant fits of distemper. By the 1880s, when the Tribune was about the most powerful paper in the city and the dominant Republican voice in the Midwest with a whopping 67,000 Sunday readers alone in 1887, Medill busied himself with unflagging attacks against the eight-hour day. He directed his editorial writers to label labor strikers as the “scum and filth of the city.”


The unemployed were simply classified as tramps in Medill’s lexicon of labor. These out-of-work beggars, droned the Tribune in 1884, could be easily dispatched. In an incredible editorial, which would certainly have pleased Nazi propagandists looking for ways to dispose of “undesirables” some fifty years later, Medill wrote, “The simplest plan probably, where one is not a member of the Humane Society, is to put a little strychnine or arsenic in the meat and other supplies furnished the tramp. This produces death within a comparatively short time, is a warning to other tramps to keep out of the neighborhood, puts the Coroner in a good humor, and saves one’s chickens and other portable property from constant depredation.”


The paper’s own official history booklet of 1922 admitted that the Tribune “tried cases and imposed sentences in its news columns” during the Medill editorship. A sample of Joe Medill’s early day news coverage, colorfully headlined “A BRUTE,” offered a mixture of fact and opinion. “James Wheeler was yesterday fined $5 for abusing his wife. Mrs. Wheeler is the woman who has twice attempted to commit suicide, once by throwing herself into the lake and again by taking laudanum. Both those attempts resulted from injuries inflicted upon her by her husband. A few month’s experience in breaking stones in the Bridewell [the local jail] would do this Wheeler ‘a power of good,’ and he ought to have been sent there.”


Any organization or person who opposed the established American political system, chiefly the Tribune’s concept of that system, was also condemned in print. Medill saved his special venom for Communists. Said one of his editorials in the fall of 1875: “If the Communists in this country are counting upon the looseness of our police system and the tendency to proceed against criminals by due process of law, and hope on that account to receive more leniency than in Europe, they have ignored some of the significant episodes in American history. . . . Judge Lynch is an American by birth and character. . . . The Vigilance Committee is a peculiarly American institution. Every lamppost in Chicago will be decorated with a communistic carcass if necessary to prevent wholesale incendiarism . . . or any attempt at it.”


Anyone who sided with the underpaid, overworked employee of the day was subject to Medill’s rage. This included no less a humanitarian than the near saintly Governor John P. Altgeld. When Altgeld pardoned three of the anarchists convicted in the Haymarket Square bombing, Medill’s editorial cannonade was deafening and Altgeld was forever after referred to as The Viper and was mercilessly pilloried in Tribune headlines and cartoons.


Labor leader Eugene V. Debs fared no better. In 1894, the crusty news arbiter ordered his editorial hatchet men to refer to Debs at all times as Dictator Debs, but by then, Medill’s son-in-law Robert W. Patterson held enough control at the paper to countermand the order.


For all his spattering prejudices and hates, Joseph Medill remained the idol of many a newsman until his death in 1899 at age seventy-six. The editor died with the bark on a dogged question, perhaps apocryphally reported, that summed up his journalistic career. From his sickbed, Joe croaked his last words, “What’s the news?”


The Lunatic


When it came to news in the zany world of Wilbur F. Storey, editor and publisher of the irascible Times, anything was grist for his bubbling mill, from boulevard brag to back-alley whispers. The Times had been, since 1854, a political vehicle for Stephen A. Douglas, the “Little Giant” (exactly five feet tall), and had been a losing proposition even when Cyrus H. McCormick, inventor of the reaper, bought it in 1860. McCormick, a Virginian, used the paper to seek a compromise on the slavery question. Medill’s Tribune heaped scorn upon the inventor, calling him a rebel and a slave-driver. McCormick retorted that the Tribune was a dirty sheet. It was all too much for the founder of the harvester machinery company who was edified at the sudden appearance of a hell beater named Wilbur F. Storey, a fiery Democrat who adored the memory of Stephan Douglas (the Little Giant having died after Lincoln’s inauguration), and who had newspaper ink swimming in his blood since he had become a printer’s devil at age twelve.


[image: Wilbur Storey, Chicago’s first unbridled yellow journalist.]


Storey had tried his hand at running newspapers in Indiana and Michigan with little success. In his spotty career, before arriving in Chicago at forty-two with premature white hair and beard, Wilbur had operated a bookstore and had been a postmaster and a druggist. None of these professions suited him; Storey was a temperamental man who took orders from no one. When his minister hinted that he stop selling liquor in his drugstore, Storey quit the church in a lung-yelling rage.


Selling the Detroit Free Press for $30,000, Storey moved to Chicago where Cyrus McCormick was more than gleeful to unload the Times on him for $13,000. The Times had then less than 1,000 paid subscribers. Challenge, however, was a sweet bugle call to Storey whose editorial philosophy quite simply was “to get the news and raise hell.” This he accomplished for twenty-three years of storm and assault upon the senses of an already hardened Chicago populace, deftly wielding sensation and scandal with either hand. Long before the New York Herald in the reign of James Gordon Bennett I outraged its readers, Wilbur Storey scandalized all that was living in the Windy City. “It was the part of the Times,” commented Willis J. Abbott, “to create discord in a journalistic orchestra which otherwise was joined in perfect harmony.”


Wilbur’s brand of journalism was unlike anything Chicago had ever seen. As one of his own staff members later recalled with a shiver, “Scandals in private life, revolting details from the evidence taken in police court trials, imaginary liaisons of a filthy character, reeked, seethed like a hell’s broth in the Times’ cauldron.”


Henry Justin Smith, a great Chicago newspaper editor of another century, in a 1930 lecture was much kinder to the irrepressible Storey in saying that “he was obsessed by news values; if he saw news in a story he ignored the fact that it might deal with life at its shadiest.” He would “go to hell for news” and often did. That hell was created in the bowels of the Times offices, in the composing room where Storey, one of the few editors of Chicago venerated by printers, would religiously spend endless hours through the night doting over galleys of type. He would meticulously point a long, bony index finger at a column of type and indicate exactly where it was to be locked into a form.


One of Wilbur’s devoted printers was a colossus compositor called Big Jim who so respected his boss that he saved the volatile editor’s life. A gambler, scathingly attacked in a Times article, tracked Storey to his nocturnal lair and, amidst spilling type and crashing galley trays, viciously punched and kicked the editor. Stripping off his leather apron, Big Jim roared a stream of curses and fell upon the gambler beating him senseless. Storey, as was his usual manner, never bothered to thank the printer. Big Jim, however, appeared grime-smeared the next morning in Wilbur’s office, asking for five dollars. “A bonus,” some said, as they watched the skinflint editor fork over the five-spot. “A hold-up,” howled critics. Yet Big Jim got his five dollars extra each week as long as he and Wilbur Storey were alive.


The surplus cash picked up by the compositor each week was no sign of friendship, for editor Storey had no friends; he wanted it that way. The six-foot, muscular Wilbur, his wiry beard jutting, his hazel eyes permanently fixed with a frightening gaze, was not a man who inspired camaraderie. Always brusque and cold, the aloof Mr. Storey was never known to put his arm about his loyal newsmen for news well scooped, or to chat with any of his dogged crew inside his private offices. “Brutal,” some said of Storey, who received his writers’ copy without a murmur and then proceeded to print what he liked, neither giving praise nor reason for his selection, and cavalierly dumping what displeased him into a towering deskside wastebasket.


The Civil War appeared to Storey as the greatest scandal going. A devout Democrat with the backing of the heavily Democratic city council and a Democratic mayor, the editor freely let loose his broadsides against Republican Lincoln, his cabinet, and especially his Army field commanders. Warren P. Isham, Storey’s ace correspondent at the front, was never above faking war reports that showed Union generals in a bad light to liven up the Times columns. (This was totally within the directives of editor Storey who ordered all his war correspondents to “telegraph fully all news and when there is no news, send rumors.”)


Isham once dreamed up a Confederate flotilla about to destroy Union ironclads along the Mississippi waterways, a story so exaggerated that the correspondent was publicly denounced by General Ulysses S. Grant. Hearing that some reporters had been killed in the battle for Vicksburg, General William Tecumseh Sherman, Grant’s right-hand man and a hater of newsmen in general and the Times newsmen in particular, quipped, “Good! Now we’ll have news from hell before breakfast!”


Later, Sherman, under Grant’s orders, arrested the imaginative Isham for printing a story that a Union general had been surprised in a Memphis whorehouse by some roving Confederates and escaped out a window clad only in his underwear. The Times correspondent was jailed for “the duration of the war unless released by competent authority.” That authority was, of course, Ulysses S. Grant. Wilbur Storey reached Grant through another emboldened reporter, one Sylvanus Cadwallader, a Milwaukee scribe who replaced Isham on the Vicksburg front. Twice in a short period of time Cadwallader found Grant drunk—once about to fall off a riverboat and another time riding uneasily on horseback, again about to fall off. The reporter, on both occasions, took the General’s bottle away and carted him off to bed. In return for such extraordinary services, Grant allowed Isham to return to the Times office in Chicago and gave special reporting privileges to the honorable Mr. Cadwallader, allowing him to file reports before any other correspondent in the Western Theater of Operations which gave Wilbur Storey the biggest war scoops in Chicago and shot circulation profitably upward. (Isham drowned a year later in a Lake Michigan shipwreck; Cadwallader kept his mouth shut about Grant’s dipsomania until the general’s death.)


[image: General U.S. Grant was a favorite target for Wilbur Storey and his scandal-mongering Times.]


[image: General William T. Sherman arrested Storey’s libel-scribbling correspondent Warren P. Isham.]


Wilbur Storey’s attentions, however, were not centered about Union field commanders but upon Old Abe and Washington bigwigs. Although he supported the war effort of the North, albeit a feeble gesture, Storey reserved his special invective for the seat of government, charging that “the war, as waged by military satraps of the administration, is a subversion of the Constitution and the people’s rights under law.”


When Lincoln bowed to antislavery forces and delivered his Emancipation Proclamation, Wilbur Storey exploded, writing on the front page of the Times that “the cheek of every American must tingle with shame as he reads the silly, flat and dish watery utterances of the man who has to be pointed out to intelligent foreigners as the President of the United States.” This attack, of course, was directed also at Medill, and his Tribune, who Storey felt owned the administration; Lincoln was Medill’s man. The reference to “intelligent foreigners” was an open blast against the Tribune’s antiforeigner philosophy. What earned Storey and the Times the wrath of Union soldiery was the editor’s penchant for pointing out the good manners of Confederate President Jefferson Davis and the sterling military qualities of General Robert E. Lee.


In 1863, four soldiers, drunk and raving, burst into the Times office and shouted for that “damned old secesh [secessionist]” to come out of his office. Wilbur Storey came out running, selected a corporal from the sodden group, and hurled him through a window. The others fled in panic. A devout Tribune subscriber encountered Storey sometime later and knocked him down in the street “for his Johnny Reb sympathies.” The Tribune took to calling Storey a Copperhead, the sobriquet applied to Northerners who were against the war.


After Jim Goodsell, Storey’s city editor, was found beaten into unconsciousness in an alley, the editor fortified his premises. The Times became an armed camp. Muskets were stacked along the walls of the editorial rooms and the printers wore as many as three pistols each while making up the paper. Further, Storey ordered a special system of pipes connected to the boiler; these were then routed to various outlets on the street so that bursts of scalding steam could be unleashed upon any invaders.


[image: Union General Burnside was so incensed by Storey’s copperhead attacks upon him that he ordered the editor arrested and his newspaper closed down.]


Those invaders came in the shape of soldiers in blue, sober and in marching order. They arrived to close Wilbur Storey’s newspaper under direct orders of General Ambrose E. Burnside, who was known for his bushy sideburns, his innovations in weaponry, and his colossal militaristic blunders. Burnside had brought about the catastrophe at Fredericksburg, Virginia, in 1862 by ordering a frontal attack against Lee’s impregnable position at Mayre’s Heights, an order that turned into a slaughterhouse suicidal uphill charge that all but wasted the entire Union army. For that unforgivable error, the pathetic Burnside was demoted from Commander in Chief of the Potomac Army to a military district commander in an area that included Chicago and Wilbur Storey. The editor never failed to level attacks at the general, and took special delight in skinning him editorially after Burnside ordered the arrest of a onetime congressman who had criticized the moral purposes of the war.


Burnside retorted by immediately ordering General J. B. Sweet in Chicago to shut down the Times, charging that the paper was guilty of “repeated expression of disloyal and incendiary sentiments.” Storey got wind of the forthcoming suppression of his newspaper and sent a rider to wait outside Sweet’s headquarters and gallop back to report when he learned the troops had received their marching orders. Meanwhile, like a man possessed, Storey tore about the Times building racing from editorial rooms to printing areas to get out a final edition which barely managed to escape the military cordon thrown around the building.


News of the suppression of the Times electrified the city and in the proverbial words of Wilbur Storey, “All hell broke loose.” Burnside’s idiotic order caused enormous pro-Storey crowds, most of them Democrats, to gather until more than 20,000 screaming Chicagoans swelled into Courthouse Square at Randolph and Clark streets. The Democrats yelled that “if the Times is not allowed to publish, there will be no Tribune!”


The Tribune replied in a hastily-written editorial that the Democrats would never resort to violence because “they know too well the stout-hearted quality of Tribune men.” Life-squandering riot seemed inevitable, especially when the eccentric “Colonel” Charles Jennison, who had once been one of John Brown’s henchmen in the fiery abolitionist’s murdering Bloody Kansas days, announced that he and his armed thugs would protect the Tribune from the mob. Jennison was, in the words of Chicago historian Emmett Dedmon, “a poseur who dressed cowboy fashion and was usually to be found swaggering down the street with a retinue of admirers.” Jennison lost no time in placing his armed ruffians in the lofts of the Tribune plant and surrounding buildings, all ready to shoot down any storming invaders.


All through the chaos, while fire-eating crowds assembled to denounce Republicans and Democrats alike, Wilbur Storey sat smiling in his office. Repeatedly, throngs assembled beneath his window but he refused to show himself, smug with the certain knowledge that Burnside’s rash order would be repealed. He thoroughly enjoyed the frenzy, believing that such an upheaval would permanently divide the abolitionist groups.


After three days of rage when Chicago bordered upon riot and civil war within the city precincts, President Lincoln wisely rescinded Burnside’s order and the Times was back in business. The entire fiasco resulted in vaulting Storey to hero status and made of the Times the most popular newspaper in the city, a development which, some wags claimed, was planned all along by the shrewd Storey as a circulation booster. Whatever, the Times immediately prospered but, in an unusual move, Wilbur Storey backed away from his ardent antigovernment stance, declaring to a few intimates that “after this, the Times will support all wars the country will undertake.”


What Wilbur especially supported was highly profitable scandalmongering. No story was too sleazy for his newspaper. He and his scurrying reporters particularly enjoyed love triangles which brought about a plethora of libel suits, twenty-four of them pending in the courts in one week alone. Lurid sex and crime became Wilbur’s strong hand. When he ran an article about a naked prostitute performing a lewd dance in one of Chicago’s many brothels, a criminal action was brought against the paper charging it with publishing obscene matter. One of Storey’s conniving reporters discovered that several influential residents had been present during the dance and the editor lost no time in letting it be known that, unless the criminal charge was dropped, those resplendant citizens would discover their names in Times headlines. The literary blackmail worked; the charges were dropped.


Sale by Headline


Storey charged 5¢ per copy for the Times, an unheard of price for a newspaper following the Civil War, when most sheets cost about 3¢. Wilbur got his price and handily. The headlines he and his fellow scribes dreamed up were worth the entire edition. Typical was his inspired one-word headline for an important wedding: “Welded.” For a train wreck, Wilbur offered, “Death’s Debauch.” In covering the report of a Vanderbilt will, Storey’s headline read, “The House That Vanderbilt.”


Gory crime and explicit sex captured most of the Times massive black headlines with Wilbur and his delightfully deranged chief headline writer Horatio W. Seymour offering up such banners as “Frail Females” and “Sexual Skulduggery.” Hangings simply enthralled Storey and Seymour, and, judging from the paper’s soaring circulation, more than edified Times readers. “A Drop Too Much” bannered one hanging report. Another read “Feet First” with the deck beneath screaming, “That’s The Way They Shoved Bill Green Down Among the Fireworks.”


Even a murder conviction before the hangman performed his duty provided classic headline grist for the paper such as the time when a cop killer was given a death sentence.


SHUT OFF HIS WIND


A Satisfactory Job For Jack Ketch At Last


The Hangman’s Rope Awarded To


Christopher Rafferty


Now, Do Not Reprieve Nor Pardon Him,


Nor Give Him A New Trial


And In The Name Of Al That’s Decent,


Don’t Commute His Sentence


The Jury Concludes, In Just Twenty Minutes


To String The Ruffian Up


The most inspired headline Storey and Seymour ever produced from their nightmare noddings dealt with energetic hangmen in the Deep South. Over one wrap-up story, the Times blared stupendously:


JERKED TO JESUS


Four Senegambian Butchers Were


Wafted To Heaven On


Yesterday From Scaffolds


Two Of Them, In Louisiana, Died With


The Sweet Confidence Of


Pious People


While Yet Two Others, In Mississippi, Expired


Exhorting The Public To Beware Of


Sisters-In-Law


In 1870 Wilbur’s impossible headline writing brought about more than public guffaws, creating a street brawl with the illustrious Mr. Storey on the receiving end of lashing whip. No doubt the whipping, an incident that proved to the world that Chicago was the wildest “civilized” town in America, was the direct result of Wilbur’s oft-shouted directive to his editors and writers in dealing with any of his many personal enemies: “Go for his [or her] gut fat!” One such enemy of Storey’s was the impresario Uranus H. Crosby who owned the sprawling Crosby’s Opera House, a 3,000-seat auditorium where Ulysses S. Grant had been nominated for the presidency in 1868.


Storey’s feud with Crosby boiled over into printed spleen in February 1870 when Lydia “Black Crook” Thompson brought her British Blondes to Chicago, introducing burlesque to the city for the first time, where, Lloyd Lewis commented later, “their bare bosoms and hips, outlined in tights, stirred the wrath of the Puritans.”


Assuming the role of the leading and most offended Puritan was the inimitable Wilbur Storey. The girls, raged the Times, were nothing more than “large-limbed, beefy specimens of the barmaid class” whose act consisted of “capering lasciviously and uttering gross indecencies.” Lydia Thompson, the paper added, was not much better than a common whore and should depart Chicago along with her immoral company. Bellowed Storey in his headline: “Bawds at the Opera House! Where’s the Police!”


A few afternoons later the incensed Miss Thompson, accompanied by Mr. Henderson, her manager; Pauline Markham, one of the now notorious Blondes; and a free-lance press agent Archie Gordon sat in an elegant carriage at the corner of Wabash Avenue and Peck Court in wait for Wilbur Storey whose daily constitutional invariably took him past this spot. Miss Thompson’s intentions were clear; she clutched a long, black whip with which to attack the editor.


Suddenly Wilbur strolled into view. Henderson squinted and then turned to the eye-blazing Lydia. “He’s with his wife. I think this should be postponed.”


“Not at all,” hissed Miss Thompson. “So much the better. She will get an idea of what it means to attack out of her sex.”


As Storey came abreast of the carriage, Lydia leaped out shouting, “You dirty old scoundrel!” She brought her whip cracking downward on the white-bearded Wilbur. He received the blow on his left arm. His right hand instinctively clutched the burlesque queen’s throat.


“Draw your pistol, Wilbur!” shouted the aghast Mrs. Storey.


Wilbur, however, was fully engaged, for at that moment Lydia Thompson was striking him with her whip and her lover-press agent Archie Gordon had jumped upon his back and was scratching his face. Henderson attempted to restrain Miss Thompson but the amazon was too much for him. Then Henderson tried punching Wilbur. The tangled foursome (Pauline Markham sat out the fracas in the carriage laughing hysterically) suddenly toppled to the ground, “Mr. Storey uppermost,” the Times was quick to point out when reporting the incident.


Before Judge Augustus Banyon the following day, Storey turned in court and aimed a bony finger in the direction of the towering, glowering Lydia. “That creature, there,” he intoned, “undertook to strike me with a whip. I caught her by the throat and would have choked out her life, when that little chap [Archie Gordon] jumped on my back, and that ruffian [Henderson] attacked me from the front.”


Judge Banyon smirked at defendants and plaintif alike and promptly fined the attackers $100 each. Before Wilbur could manage a victory grin, the judge suspended the sentences, making it clear that he sided with the theater people.


Storey quickly forgot the affair, busying himself with more scandal. He was never quite to forget the incredible event occurring the next year when the Great Chicago Fire destroyed most of the city, including the Times building. Wilbur was as spiritually flattened as the city was after it was incinerated, moaning disaster from a prostrate position on a couch in his marble mansion which had survived the fire.


“I shall not resume publication of the Times,” groaned Storey to Franc Wilkie and other newsmen from his paper. “The city is destroyed. I am now an old man. [He was only 52.] I have about $80,000 with which I can live comfortably for the rest of my life. If I put that into a new paper, I would be a pauper in less than a year.”


Wilkie and company would have none of it; they bodily lifted the publisher from his couch and carried him into the backyard over burned timbers to the barn where they found some old type and a small press. The Times, irrespective of Wilbur’s theatrical despondency, was back in business ten days later. Storey was revitalized into a journalistic dynamo and within ten years he had pioneered new techniques in modern stereotyping. He opened a London bureau and displayed his genius by scoring great “beats” by telegraph.


Wilbur’s personal life was as colorful and unpredictable as ever. He divorced his wife and married his longtime mistress Harriet Dodge, whose husband was a convict. The incarcerated Mr. Dodge did not object to being divorced, and shortly after Wilbur and Harriet were “welded,” the convict was paroled through Storey’s influence. The Storeys became social gadflies as Wilbur attempted to make his wife queen of Chicago society; if the couple received an invitation to an important party, news-conscious hostesses learned, the Times would give the affair front-page coverage listing, of course, the complete guest list with Mr. and Mrs. Wilbur Storey at the head, their names in capital letters.


The love of Wilbur’s life died three years after the marriage. The tragedy-engulfed publisher naturally blamed the doctor for Harriet’s death and began a bitter editorial crusade to destroy him. “The world will set me down as a dog if I do not ruin the man who killed my wife,” gritted Storey to one crony. The physician retaliated by going to Wilbur’s nemesis, the Tribune, and giving out the story that Mrs. Storey’s death was caused by a dissolute life-style, also alleging that Wilbur was impotent.


Storey exploded and immediately printed a broadside aimed at the senior Tribune editor who had shepherded the doctor’s charges into print. Though the editor was afflicted with a mild skin disease, Storey claimed that his mind was deranged, that he was suffering the ravages of dreaded syphilis picked up from a red-light madam who was his mistress and ran the most disgraceful brothel in Chicago.


It was Wilbur Storey’s mind, however, that began to crack wide open. By the early 1880s, Storey, desperate to contact his beloved Harriet somewhere in the beyond and already having endured paralytic strokes, fell prey to a gang of spiritualistic quacks who established Wilbur’s “control” as Little Squaw, the ghost of an Indian girl. Little Squaw advised Storey on all investments, money that was eventually channeled into the pockets of the spiritualist charlatans bilking him. His fortune was slowly bled away.


He went to the newspaper offices no more. Instead, he dreamed his life away in his unfinished $500,000 marble Gothic palace on Grand Boulevard on the South Side. At the suggestion of his Indian ghost, Wilbur leaped into the bathtub each dawn splashing down into icy water. The remainder of his day consisted of toying with expensive jewels and antiques and telling visiting employees that his place in American history was similar to that of German kings of old; he too would expect a personal Gotterdammerung: “I don’t wish to perpetuate my newspaper. I am the paper. I wish it to die with me so that the world may know that I was the Times.” He then wistfully added; “Little Squaw tells me that I shall live as long as Commodore Vanderbilt.” He did not.
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Long John Wentworthwhoran Chicago’s first newspaper forhis own political ambitions.
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General William T. Sherman arrested Storey’s libel-scribbling correspondent Warren P. Isham.
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Wilbur Storey, Chicago’s first unbridled yellow journalist.
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Archeonservative owner of the Tribune, Joseph Medill almost single-handedly put Lincoln into
the White House.
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Tribune humorist and creator of “Mr. Dooley,” Firley Peter Dunne complained of Medill's
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General U.S. Grant was a favorite target for Wilbur Storey and his scandal-mongering Times.
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